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This translation is based on the 1995 edition of Qu’est-ce que la 
philosophie antique, published by Gallimard, but it incorporates 
several corrections which Pierre Hadot transmitted to me. 

A word about citations from ancient authors. It is customary in 
works like the present one to substitute “standard” English trans- 
lations in those places where the author has given French versions. 
But this won't do in the case of Pierre Hadot, whose method is 
profoundly philological; that is, he believes the process of under- 
standing ancient philosophical texts begins when one translates 
them from the original Greek and Latin. Hadot's understanding of 
ancient philosophy has thus been shaped by his own interpreta- 
tion and translation of ancient texts, so that to replace his transla- 
tions by those from some "standard" English version would, I feel, 
render his thought incomprehensible. 

Therefore, as in my other translations of works by Pierre Hadot, 
I have proceeded as follows when he cites ancient works in Greek 

or Latin. I first give as literal a translation as possible of his French 
version; then I check this version against the original Greek or 
Latin. In cases of wide divergence from Hadot's rendering, I have 
consulted with Hadot himself on the final translation. 
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cited. 

The translator would like to express his thanks to Maria Ascher, 
sharp-sighted representative of that invaluable yet endangered 
profession, the copy editor. 
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them all. 


—Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human 
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mained more faithful to the Idea of the philosopher than their modern counter- 
parts have done. “When will you finally begin to live virtuously?” said Plato to 
an old man who told him he was attending classes on virtue. The point is not al- 
ways to speculate, but also ultimately to think about applying our knowledge. 
Today, however, he who lives in conformity with what he teaches is taken for a 
dreamer. 


— Kant, Lectures on the Philosophical Encyclopedia 
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men. 
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us. We will not hesitate to adopt a Stoic formula on the pretext that we have pre- 
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It is more important to want to do good than to know the truth. 
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those who have learned philosophy as a mercenary trade. 
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Plato and Aristotle can only be imagined dressed in the long robes of pedants. 
They were honest men, and, like the others, they laughed with their friends; and 
when they amused themselves by writing their Laws and their Politics, they did 
it as an amusement. This was the least philosophical and serious part of their 
lives; the most philosophical part was living simply and quietly. 


—Pascal, Pensées, no. 331 


If philosophical theories seduce you, sit down and go over them again and again 
in your mind. But never call yourself a philosopher, and never allow yourself to 
be called a philosopher. 


—Epictetus, Discourses, III, 21, 23 


Nowadays, there are philosophy professors, but no philosophers. 
—Thoreau, Walden 


Without virtue, God is a mere name. 
—Plotinus, Enneads, II, 9 (33), 15, 39 


“I did nothing today"— "What? Did you not live? That is not only the most fun- 
damental but the most illustrious of your occupations.” 


—Montaigne, Essays, III, 13, “On Experience” 


Introduction 


Seldom do we reflect upon what philosophy is in itself.’ Indeed, it 
is extremely difficult to define it. What philosophy students are in- 
troduced to is above all philosophies. After the “darkness” of the 
Middle Ages, which are too often ignored in official courses of 
study, we find Descartes, Malebranche, Spinoza, Leibniz, Kant, 
Hegel, Fichte, Schelling, Bergson, and a few contemporaries. For 
their exams, students often have to write an essay showing that 
they are quite familiar with the theories of such-and-such an 
author. Another essay is designed to test students’ ability to reflect 
on a problem which is called “philosophical,” because it has usu- 
ally been discussed by ancient or contemporary philosophers. 

In itself, there is nothing wrong with all this. It certainly seems 
that the way one can come to have an idea of philosophy is by 
studying philosophies. Yet the history of “philosophy” is not the 
same as the history of philosophies, if what we understand by 
“philosophies” are theoretical discourses and philosophers’ sys- 
tems. In addition to this history, however, there is room for the 
study of philosophical modes of life. 

The present work attempts to describe, in its general and com- 
mon features, the historical and spiritual phenomenon repre- 
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sented by ancient philosophy. The reader may ask: Why should we 
limit ourselves to ancient philosophy, which is so far from us? I 
would like to offer several responses. In the first place, this is a field 
in which I hope to have acquired a certain competence. Second, in 
the words of Aristotle, if one wishes to understand things, one 
must watch them develop’ and must catch them at the moment of 
their birth. If we now speak about “philosophy,” it is because the 
Greeks coined the word philosophia, which means “love of wis- 
dom,” and because Greek philosophy was transmitted to the Mid- 
dle Ages and thence to modern times. Our goal, then, is to seize 
this phenomenon at its origin, remaining quite aware that philos- 
ophy is a historical phenomenon which arose at a particular point 
in time and has evolved up to the present. 

In this book, I intend to show that a profound difference exists 
between the representations which the ancients made of philo- 
sophia and the representation which is usually made of philosophy 
today—at least in the case of the image of it which is presented to 
students, because of the exigencies of university teaching. They get 
the impression that all the philosophers they study strove in turn 
to invent, each in an original way, a new construction, systematic 
and abstract, intended somehow or other to explain the universe, 
or at the least, if we are talking about contemporary philosophers, 
that they tried to elaborate a new discourse about language. These 
theories—which one could call “general philosophy"—give rise, 
in almost all systems, to doctrines or criticisms of morality which, 
as it were, draw the consequences, both for individuals and for so- 
ciety, of the general principles of the system, and thus invite peo- 
ple to carry out a specific choice of life and adopt a certain mode 
of behavior. The problem of knowing whether this choice of life 
will be efficacious is utterly secondary and accessory; it doesn't en- 
ter into the perspective of philosophical discourse. 

I think that such a representation is mistaken if it is applied to 
the philosophy of antiquity. Obviously, there can be no question 
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of denying the extraordinary ability of the ancient philosophers to 
develop theoretical reflection on the most subtle problems of the 
theory of knowledge, logic, or physics. This theoretical activity, 
however, must be situated within a perspective which is different 
from that which corresponds to the idea people usually have of 
philosophy. In the first place, at least since the time of Socrates, the 
choice of a way of life has not been located at the end of the pro- 
cess of philosophical activity, like a kind of accessory or appendix. 
On the contrary, it stands at the beginning, in a complex interrela- 
tion with critical reaction to other existential attitudes, with global 
vision of a certain way of living and of seeing the world, and with 
voluntary decision itself. Thus, to some extent, this option deter- 
mines the specific doctrine and the way this doctrine is taught. 
Philosophical discourse, then, originates in a choice of life and an 
existential option—not vice versa. Second, this choice and deci- 
sion are never made in solitude. There can never be a philosophy 
or philosophers outside a group, a community—in a word, a 
philosophical “school.” The philosophical school thus corre- 
sponds, above all, to the choice of a certain way of life and existen- 
tial option which demands from the individual a total change of 
lifestyle, a conversion of one’s entire being, and ultimately a cer- 
tain desire to be and to live in a certain way. This existential op- 
tion, in turn, implies a certain vision of the world, and the task of 
philosophical discourse will therefore be to reveal and rationally 
justify this existential option, as well as this representation of the 
world. Theoretical philosophical discourse is thus born from this 
initial existential option, and it leads back to it, insofar as—by 
means of its logical and persuasive force, and the action it tries to 
exert upon the interlocutor—it incites both masters and disciples 
to live in genuine conformity with their initial choice. In other 
words, it is, in a way, the application of a certain ideal of life. 

I mean, then, that philosophical discourse must be understood 
from the perspective of the way of life of which it is both the ex- 


4 INTRODUCTION 


pression and the means. Consequently, philosophy is above all a 
way of life, but one which is intimately linked to philosophical dis- 
course. One of the fundamental themes of this book will be the 
distance which separates philosophy from wisdom. Philosophy is 
merely a preparatory exercise for wisdom. We will not be con- 
cerned with opposing, on the one hand, philosophy as a theoreti- 
cal philosophical discourse, and, on the other, wisdom as the silent 
way of life which is practiced from the moment in which discourse 
achieves its completion and perfection. This is the scheme E. Weil 
had in mind when he wrote: “The philosopher is not ‘wise’; he 
neither has wisdom nor is wisdom. He speaks, and even if his dis- 
course aims solely at its own suppression, he will still go on speak- 
ing until he reaches the end, and beyond the perfect instants in 
which he ends.”? 

This would be a situation analogous to that of Wittgenstein’s 
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, where the philosophical discourse 
of the Tractatus is finally transcended in silent wisdom.‘ Begin- 
ning with Plato's Symposium, ancient philosophy admits, in one 
way or another, that the philosopher is no sage. Yet it does not 
consider itself a pure discourse which stops when wisdom ap- 
pears. Rather, it is, at the same time and indissolubly, a discourse 
and a way of life which tend toward wisdom without ever achiev- 
ing it. It is also true, however, that the discourse of Plato, Aristotle, 
and Plotinus stops at the threshold of certain experiences which, if 
they are not wisdom, are at least a kind of foretaste of it. 

Nor should we oppose discourse and way of life, as though they 
corresponded to theory and practice, respectively. Discourse can 
havea practical aspect, to the extent that it tends to produce an ef- 
fect on the listener or reader. Insofar as way of life is concerned, it 
cannot, of course, be theoretic, but it can be theoretical —that is to 
say, contemplative. 

In order to be clear, I must specify that I understand "discourse" 
in the philosophical sense of “discursive thought” expressed in 
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written or oral language, and not in the currently widespread 
sense of “a way of speaking which reveals an attitude” (as in “racist 
discourse,” for example). For instance, I refuse to conflate lan- 
guage and cognitive functions. In this context, let me quote the 
following illuminating lines by J. Ruffié:° 


In fact, it is perfectly possible to think and to know without lan- 
guage; in some ways, perhaps it is possible to know in a superior 
way. Thought can be recognized by its capacity to define reasonable 
conduct, the faculty of mental representation, and abstraction. An- 
imals, which are capable of distinguishing triangular shapes, or cer- 
tain combinations of objects, can think, as can young children who 
do not yet speak and deaf-mutes who have not been educated. . . . 
Clinical studies have demonstrated that there is no correlation be- 
tween the development of language and that of intelligence: people 
who are mentally defective can talk, and people suffering from 
aphasia can be highly intelligent. . . . Even in normal people, the 
faculties of elaboration can appear to be more or less stifled by the 
faculties of expression. Great discoveries, it seems, can be made in- 
dependently of language, from patterns which are elaborated 
within the brain. 


I have insisted on this point because in the course of this book we 
shall encounter situations in which philosophical activity contin- 
ues to be carried out, even though discourse cannot express this 
activity. 

We will not be concerned with opposing and separating philos- 
ophy as a way of life, on the one hand, and, on the other, a philo- 
sophical discourse that is somehow external to philosophy. On the 
contrary: we wish to show that philosophical discourse is a part of 
this way of life. It must be admitted, however, that the philoso- 
pher's choice of life determines his discourse. This is to say that 
philosophical discourses cannot be considered realities which ex- 
ist in and for themselves, so that their structure could be studied 
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independently of the philosopher who developed them. Can Soc- 
rates’ discourse be separated from the life and death of Socrates? 

The notion of spiritual exercises will appear frequently in the 
following pages.’ By this term, I mean practices which could be 
physical, as in dietary regimes, or discursive, as in dialogue and 
meditation, or intuitive, as in contemplation, but which were all 
intended to effect a modification and a transformation in the sub- 
ject who practiced them. The philosophy teacher’s discourse could 
also assume the form of a spiritual exercise, if the discourse were 
presented in such a way that the disciple, as auditor, reader, or in- 
terlocutor, could make spiritual progress and transform himself 
within. 

The argument will be developed in three stages. The first will 
consist in retracing the history of the first uses of the word philo- 
sophia. We will try to understand the meaning of Plato’s philo- 
sophical definition of this word in the Symposium, where he 
defines philosophia as the love of wisdom. Then we will try to re- 
discover the characteristics of the various philosophies of antiq- 
uity, considered as ways of life; this will lead us to consider the 
common features which unite them. In a third section, we will ex- 
amine for what reason and to what extent philosophy was con- 
ceived, from the Middle Ages onward, as a purely theoretical atti- 
tude. Finally, we will ask whether it is possible to return to the 
ancient ideal of philosophy. In order to justify our answer, we will 
rely a great deal on the texts of ancient philosophers. This, I think, 
will be of benefit to students who do not always have easy access to 
the sources. 


PART ONE 


THE PLATONIC DEFINITION OF 
“PHILOSOPHER” AND ITS 
ANTECEDENTS 


CHAPTER ONE 


Philosophy before Philosophy 


THE HISTORIA OF THE FIRST THINKERS OF GREECE 


“Philosophy before philosophy.” The words belonging to the 
philosophia family did not in fact appear until the fifth century 
B.c., and the term philosophia itself was not defined until the 
fourth century B.c., by Plato. Aristotle, however, and with him the 
entire tradition of the history of philosophy, applied the word 
“philosophers” to the first Greek thinkers! who appeared at the be- 
ginning of the sixth century, in the colonies of Asia Minor, at the 
periphery of the Greek zone of influence. More precisely, they ap- 
peared in the town of Miletus: first the mathematician and engi- 
neer Thales, one of the Seven Sages, famous for having predicted 
the solar eclipse of May 28, 585 B.c.; followed by Anaximander 
and Anaximenes. This intellectual movement then spread to other 
Greek colonies, in Sicily and southern Italy. In the sixth century 
B.C. Xenophanes of Colophon emigrated to Elea; and late in the 
century Pythagoras, who originally came from Samos (not far 
from Miletus), settled in Crotona, and then in Metapontum. 
Gradually, southern Italy and Sicily became the center of an 
extraordinarily vital intellectual culture, exemplified by, among 
others, Parmenides and Empedocles. 
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All these thinkers proposed a rational explanation of the 
world—and this was a milestone in the history of thought. To be 
sure, there had been cosmogonies before them, in the Near East 
and elsewhere in Archaic Greece as well. Yet those had been myth- 
ical—that is to say, they described the history of the world as a 
battle among personified entities. They were “geneses” in the bib- 
lical sense of the Book of Genesis (or Book of Generations), which 
was intended to bring a people back to the memory of its ances- 
tors, and to reconnect it with the cosmic forces and the genera- 
tions of the gods. Creation of the world, creation of man, creation 
of a people: such had been the object of those cosmogonies. As 
G. Naddaf has shown,’ although the first Greek thinkers substi- 
tuted a rational theory of the world for such mythical narratives, 
they still preserved the three-part schema which had structured 
the older cosmogonies. They proposed a theory to explain the ori- 
gins of the world, of mankind, and of the city. This theory was ra- 
tional, in that it sought to account for the world by positing not a - 
battle among personified elements but a battle among “physical” 
realities, and the predominance of one of these over the others. 
This radical transformation is summed up in the Greek word 
phusis, which originally meant the beginning, the development, 
and the result of the process by which a thing constitutes itself. 
The object of this intellectual undertaking, which they called 
historia? was universal phusis. 

Throughout the Greek philosophical tradition, thinkers pro- 
posed rational theories influenced by this original cosmogonic 
schema. Here we will give only the example of Plato who, in a se- 
ries of dialogues entitled Timaeus, Critias, and Hermocrates (this 
last one planned, but superseded by the Laws), wished to write a 
great treatise on the entire range of phusis, from the origin of the 
world and of man to the origin of Athens. Here again we find a 
book of “generations,” which brought the Athenians back to the 
memory of their origins and their ancestors, in order to root them 
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in the universal order and the foundational act of the creator- 
deity. Plato makes no secret of it: in the Timaeus, he proposes what 
he calls a likely "fable" in which the mythical figure of the 
Demiurge creates the World as he looks at the eternal Model con- 
stituted by the Ideas.* In Book X of the Laws, however, Plato is no 
longer content to propose a mythical story; he wants to found his 
cosmogony on a rigorous demonstration, based on arguments ac- 
ceptable to everyone. In the course of this rational effort, Plato 
relies explicitly on the concept of phusis, conceived as “nature- 
process" by the first Greek thinkers, and he insists on the primor- 
dial, originary character of this process. Yet, for Plato? what is pri- 
mordial and originary is movement, the process which engenders 
itself and is self -moving— that is to say, the soul. Thus, a creation- 
ist schema is substituted for the evolutionist schema. The universe 
is no longer born of the automatism of phusis, but is a product of 
the rationality of the soul; and the soul, as the first principle, prior 
to everything else, is thus identified with phusis. 


PAIDEIA 


We can also speak of "philosophy before philosophy" with regard 
to another current of Presocratic Greek thought—namely, the 
practices and theories which relate to a fundamental demand of 
the Greek mentality: the desire to form and to educate,° or the 
concern for what the Greeks called paideia.’ Since the distant time 
of Homeric Greece, the education of the young had been the great 
preoccupation of the class of nobles, or those who possessed arete. 
This was the excellence required by the nobility of blood,® which, 
later on, among the philosophers, would become virtue, or the no- 
bility of the soul. We can obtain an idea of this aristocratic educa- 
tion thanks to the poems of Theognis, which constitute a collec- 
tion of moral precepts.’ This education was imparted by adults, 
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within the social group itself. According to its precepts, young 
men strove to acquire the qualities—physical strength, courage, 
sense of duty and honor—which were suitable for warriors and 
which were incarnate in great, divine ancestors taken as models. 
Beginning in the fifth century, as democracy began to flourish, the 
city-states showed the same concern for forming their future citi- 
zens by physical exercises, gymnastics, music, and mental exer- 
cises. Yet democratic life engendered struggles for power; it was 
necessary to know how to persuade the people, and how to induce 
them to make specific decisions in the Assembly. If one wanted to 
become a leader of the people, one thus had to acquire a mastery 
of language—and it was to this need that the Sophistic movement 
would respond. 


THE FIFTH-CENT URY SOPHISTS 


With the flourishing of Athenian democracy in the fifth century 
B.C., all the intellectual activity which had spread throughout the 
Greek colonies of Ionia, Asia Minor, and Southern Italy came to 
set up shop in Athens. Thinkers, professors, and intellectuals con-: 
verged on the city, importing with them modes of thought which 
had until then been almost unknown, and which were received 
with varying degrees of favor. For instance, the fact that Anax- 
agoras," who came from Ionia, was accused of atheism and had to 
flee into exile shows that the spirit of investigation which had de- 
veloped in the Greek colonies of Asia Minor was deeply unsettling 
for the Athenians. The famous Sophists of the fifth century were 
also often strangers: Protagoras and Prodicus came from Ionia; 
Gorgias, from South Italy. The intellectual moment which they 
represented appears both as a continuation of and as a break with 
what preceded it. There was continuity, insofar as the argumenta- 
tive method of Parmenides, Zeno of Elea, and Melissus could be 
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found in the Sophists’ paradoxes; and also insofar as the Sophists 
sought to gather together all the scientific and historical knowl- 
edge which had been accumulated by the thinkers who went be- 
fore them. There was also a break, however, in that they submitted 
this accumulated knowledge to a radical critique, each of them in- 
sisting, in his own way, on the conflict between nature (phusis) 
and human conventions (nomoi). Furthermore, their activity was 
directed particularly toward the training of youth, with a view to 
success in political life. The Sophists' teachings thus responded to 
a need. The flourishing of democratic life demanded that its citi- 
zens, especially those who wanted to achieve positions of power, 
have a perfect mastery of language. Up until this point, young 
people had been trained for the acquisition of excellence (arete) 
by means of sunousia, or nonspecialized contact with the adult 
world.!! The Sophists, by contrast, invented education in an arti- 
ficial environment—a system that was to remain one of the char- 
acteristics of our civilization." They were professional teachers, 
pedagogues first and foremost, although we must recognize the 
remarkable originality of Protagoras, Gorgias, and Antiphon. For 
a salary, they taught their students the formulas which would en- 
able them to persuade their audience, and to defend both the pro 
and the contra sides of an argument (antilogia) with equal skill. 
Plato and Aristotle would reproach them with being salesmen of 
knowledge, mere retail-wholesale businessmen.” They taught not 
only the technique of persuasive discourse, but also everything 
which could help an individual attain that loftiness of vision 
which always seduces an audience—in other words, overall cul- 
ture. This entailed just as much science, geometry, and astronomy 
as it did history, sociology, and legal theory. They did not found 
permanent schools; rather, in exchange for payment, they offered 
series of courses. In order to attract audiences, they advertised 
their services by giving publit lectures, at which they showed off 
their knowledge and skill. They were itinerant professors; and not 
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only Athens, but other cities as well, benefited from their tech- 
niques. 

Thus, areté (excellence), conceived as competence intended to 
enable young people to play a role in the city, could now be the ob- 
ject of an apprenticeship, so long as the student had the right nat- 
ural aptitudes and practiced hard enough. 


CHAPTER TWO 


The Inception of the Idea of 
"Doing Philosophy" 


THE TESTIMONY OF HERODOTUS 


It is almost certain that Presocratic philosophers of the seventh 
and sixth centuries B.c., such as Xenophanes and Parmenides, 
knew neither the adjective philosophos nor the verb philosophein 
(*to do philosophy"), much less the noun philosophia. Moreover, 
despite certain ancient but very controversial evidence to the con- 
trary, this was probably also the case for Pythagoras! and Hera- 
clitus.? In all likelihood, these words did not appear until the fifth 
century, the “Age of Pericles,” when Athens shone by virtue of 
both its political dominance and its intellectual influence. This 
was the time of Sophocles, Euripides, and the Sophists, but it was 
also when the historian Herodotus, a native of Asia Minor, came 
to live in the famous city in the course of his numerous travels. 
It is perhaps in Herodotus’ work that we find the first mention 
of “philosophical” activity. Herodotus tells of the legendary meet- 
ing between Solon (an Athenian legislator of the seventh-sixth 
centuries, and one of the so-called Seven Sages) with Croesus, 
king of Lydia. The latter, proud of his power and wealth, speaks to 
Solon as follows: “My Athenian guest, the rumor of your wisdom 
[sophiés] and your travels has reached us. We hear that since you 
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have a taste for wisdom sino SOD EEOT I, you have visited many 
lands because of your desire to see.” 

Here we can glimpse what wisdom and philosophy meant at 
that time. The only goal of Solon’s travels was to know, to acquire 
vast experience of reality and of men, and to discover different 
lands and customs. We should note at this point that the 
Presocratics apparently designated their intellectual undertaking 
as a historia—that is, an inquiry.* Such experience can make the 
person who possesses it a good judge in matters concerning hu- 
man life. This is why Croesus goes on to ask Solon who, in his 
opinion, is the happiest of men. Solon replies that no one can be 
called happy before the end of his life is known. 

Thus, Herodotus reveals the existence of a word which was per- 
haps already fashionable, but in any case became so in fifth- 
century Athens, the Athens of democracy and of the Sophists. In 
general, since the time of Homer, compound words beginning 
with philo- had served to designate the disposition of a person 
who found his interest, pleasure, or raison de vivre in devoting 
himself to a given activity. Philoposia, for instance, was the plea- 
sure and interest one took in drinking; philotimia was a propensity 
to acquire honors. Philosophia, therefore, would be the interest 
one took in wisdom.’ 


PHILOSOPHICAL ACTIVITY, THE PRIDE OF ATHENS 


Fifth-century Athenians were proud of this intellectual activity 
and the interest in science and culture which flourished in their 
city. The Athenian statesman Pericles—in the funeral oration 
which, according to Thucydides, he delivered in memory of the 
first soldiers who fell in the Peloponnesian War—praised the way 
of life practiced in Athens: “We cultivate beauty with simplicity, 
and we do philosophy without lacking in firmness.” 
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The two verbs used here are both compounds of philo-: 
philokalein and philosophein. We may note in passing that this text 
implicitly proclaims the triumph of democracy. It is no longer 
only exceptional personalities or nobles who are able to achieve 
excellence (areté); all citizens can reach this goal if they love 
beauty and give themselves over to the love of sophia. At the be- 
ginning of the fourth century, the orator Isocrates took up the 
same theme in his Panegyric: it is Athens which has revealed phi- 
losophy to the world. 

Philosophical activity included everything relating to intellec- 
tual and general culture: the speculations of the Presocratics, the 
birth of the sciences, theories of language, rhetorical techniques, 
and the arts of persuasion. If we may judge from an allusion made 
by the Sophist Gorgias in his Praise of Helen, it was sometimes re- 
lated more particularly to the art of argumentation. Helen, said 
Gorgias, was not responsible for her actions: she was led to act the 
way she did either by the will of the gods, or under threat of vio- 
lence, or by the force of persuasion, or finally by passion. Gorgias 
goes on to distinguish three forms of persuasion by language, one 
of which consists, he says, “in jousts of philosophical discourse.” 
No doubt this refers to the public discussions in which the Soph- 
ists confronted one another in order to show off their talents, of- 
fering competing discourses on subjects which were not linked to 
any particular juridical or political problem but which pertained 
to overall culture. 


THE NOTION OF SOPHIA 


The words philosophos and philosophein thus presuppose the no- 
tion of sophia; but we must admit that at this time there was no 
philosophical definition of the idea of sophia. 

When trying to define sophia, modern commentators always 
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hesitate between the notion of knowledge and that of wisdom. 
Was the person who was sophos one who knew and had seen many 
things, had traveled a great deal, and was broadly cultured, or was 
he rather the person who knew how to conduct himself in life and 
who lived in happiness? As we shall see often in the course of this 
work, these two notions are not at all mutually exclusive. In the 
last analysis, real knowledge is know-how, and true know-how is 
knowing how to do good. 

Since the time of Homer, the words sophia and sophos had been 
used in the most diverse contexts, with regard to modes of con- 
duct and dispositions which apparently had nothing to do with 
those of "philosophers." In the Iliad? Homer speaks of a carpen- 
ter who, thanks to the advice of Athena, knows his way around all 
sophia—in other words, all know-how. Similarly, the Homeric 
Hymn to Hermes, after recounting the invention of the lyre, adds 
that Hermes himself modeled the instrument of another sophia, 
different from the art of the lyre— namely, the syrinx.’ Here, then, 
we are dealing with musical art or know-how. 

To judge by these examples, we may reasonably wonder 
whether, in the case of the shipbuilder and the musician, the word 
sophia might not designate, above all, activities or practices which 
are subject to measures and rules.'? They presuppose instruction 
and apprenticeship, but they also demand the help of a god or di- 
vine grace which reveals the secrets of fabrication to the artisan 
and artist and helps them in the exercise of their art. 

Sophie is used in the same way by Solon"’ in the seventh century 
B.C. to designate poetic activity, which is the fruit both of lengthy 
practice by the poet and of inspiration by the Muses. This power 
of the poetic word, which is inspired by the Muses and gives the 
events of human life their meaning, appears at its clearest in 
Hesiod, at the beginning of the seventh century. Although he does 
not literally use the word sophia, Hesiod does give forceful expres- 
sion to the content of poetic wisdom; and his testimony is all the 
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more interesting in that it places the poet’s sophia side by side with 
that of the king." It is the Muses who inspire the sensible king. 
Likewise, they pour soft dew and sweet honey on the tongue and 
lips of the poet they have chosen. “All people have their eyes on 
[the king] when he dispenses justice in upright verdicts. His infal- 
lible language knows, as it ought, how to appease the greatest 
quarrels.” The poet’s words similarly transform men’s hearts: “If 
someone has mourning in his heart new to care, and his soul is 
dried up in grief, let a singer, servant of the Muses, celebrate the 
deeds of the men of old or the blessed gods who hold Olympus. 
He quickly forgets his troubles and does not remember his cares, 
for the gift of the goddesses has quickly distracted him.” 

Here we can already glimpse the idea, fundamental in antiquity, 
of the psychagogic value of discourse and the capital importance 
of mastery of the word.” The word operates in two registers which 
seem very different: that of juridical and political discussion, in 
which kings dispense justice and appease quarrels; and that of 
poetic incantation, in which poets change people’s minds by 
means of their songs. Mnemosyne, mother of the Muses, brings 
“forgetfulness of woes and a truce for worries.”'* In such incanta- 
tions, we can discern a sketch of what would later become philo- 
sophical spiritual exercises, whether on the level of discourse or on 
that of contemplation. It is not only by the beauty of their songs 
and stories that the Muses make us forget our misfortunes; they 
also allow poets and their audience to attain cosmic vision. If they 
“give joy to the mighty mind of their father Zeus,” this is because 
they sing to him and make him see “what is, what will be, and 
what was"; and this is precisely what Hesiod himself sang in the 
Theogony. An Epicurean saying, attributed to Epicurus’ disciple 
Metrodorus, ran: “Remember that, born mortal and with a lim- 
ited life, you have risen, thanks to the science of nature, as far as 
the infinity of time and space, and you have seen what is, what will 
be, and what was." Before the Epicureans, Plato had already said 
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that the soul possessing elevation of thought and the contempla- 
tion of the whole of time and being will not view death as some- 
thing to be feared.” 

Sophia can also designate the skill with which a person behaves 
with other people; it can go as far as ruses and dissimulation. For 
instance, we find the following advice in a collection of sayings— 
precepts codifying aristocratic education—which Theognis, who 

wrote in the sixth century B.c. addressed to Cyrnos: “Cyrnos, turn 
a different aspect of yourself to each of your friends; adapt your- 
self to the feelings of each. For a whole day attach yourself to one, 
and then you'll know how to change characters; for skillfulness 
[sophie] is better than even a great excellence [arete] ^ 

Here we see the richness and variety of the notion of sophia. 
Components of this notion appear again in representations—first 
popular and legendary, then historical—of the Seven Sages.? We 
already find traces of these representations in some sixth-century 
poets, and later in Herodotus and Plato. Thales of Miletus pos- 
sessed what we could call encyclopedic knowledge: he predicted 
the solar eclipse of May 28, 585, and affirmed that the earth rested 
on water; yet he also possessed technical knowledge, since it was 
claimed that he diverted the course of a river. He also displayed 
political farsightedness: he tried to save the Ionian Greeks by pro- 
posing that they form a federation. 

Only political activity is attested for Pittacus of Mytilene (sev- 
enth century), and Solon of Athens (seventh-sixth centuries), was, 
as we have seen, a politician whose beneficent legislation was long 
remembered. Yet he was also a poet who expressed his ethical and 
political ideals in verse. Chilon of Sparta, Periander of Corinth, 
and Bias of Priene (who alllived at the beginning of the sixth cen- 
tury) were also politicians, famous either for the laws they had de- 
creed or for their oratorical and juridical activity. Our indications 
concerning Cleobulus of Lindos are least certain of all: we know 
only that some poems were attributed to him. 

Maxims—or, as Plato said, “brief and memorable words"? — 
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were attributed to these Seven Sages. These dicta were uttered by 
each of them when they gathered at Delphi and wished to offer up 
to Apollo, in his temple, the first fruits of their wisdom. They de- 
voted to him the admonitions which everyone repeats: "Know 
thyself, “Moderation in all things.” In fact, a whole list of maxims, 
said to be the work of the Seven Sages, was inscribed near the tem- 
ple of Delphi, and the custom of inscribing them, so that they 
could be read by all passers-by in the various Greek cities, was very 
widespread. When, in 1966, excavations were carried out at Ai 
Khanoum, on the border of modern Afghanistan (the ancient 
Greek kingdom of Bactriana), a mutilated stele was discovered. 
Louis Robert has showed that it originally bore a complete series 
of 140 Delphic maxims; Aristotle's disciple Clearchus had had 
them engraved in the third century B.c.”’ From this example, we 
get some idea of the importance which the Greeks attached to 
moral education.? 

From the sixth century on, with the flourishing of the "exact" 
sciences (medicine, mathematics, geometry, and astronomy) an- 
other component was added to the notion of sophia. There were 
no longer "experts" (sophoi) only in the arts or in politics; they 
also existed in the domain of science. Moreover, since the time of 
Thales of Miletus, an increasingly precise mode of thought had 
developed around what the Greeks called phusis—that is, the phe- 
nomenon of the growth of living beings and of man, but also of 
the universe. This mode of thought, moreover, was often closely 
linked to ethical considerations, as it is in Heraclitus, and espe- 
cially in Democritus. 

The Sophists were so called because their goal was to teach 
young people sophia. The epitaph of Thrasymachus read: “My 
career is sophia"? For the Sophists, the word sophia meant first 
and foremost know-how in political life; but it also implied all 
the other components we have seen. In particular, it included 
scientific culture, at least insofar as this was a part of general 
culture. 


CHAPTER THREE 


The Figure of Socrates 


The figure of Socrates had a decisive influence on the definition of 
the word “philosopher” which Plato sets forth in The Banquet—a 
dialogue that shows the first true awareness of the philosopher’s 
paradoxical situation among his fellow human beings. For this 
reason, we shall have to spend considerable time not on the histor- 
ical Socrates, who is difficult to know, but on the mythical figure 
of Socrates as presented by the first generation of his disciples. 


THE FIGURE OF SOCRATES 


Socrates has often been compared to Jesus Christ.’ Among other 
analogies, it is quite true that both had immense historical 
influence, although they exercised their activity in times and 
places (a small city and a tiny country) which were minuscule 
compared to the world. They also had a very small number of dis- 
ciples. Neither man wrote anything, but we do have “eyewitness” 
reports about them: Xenophon’s Memorabilia and Plato’s dia- 
logues (concerning Socrates) and the Gospels (concerning Jesus). 
Nevertheless, it is extremely difficult for us to say anything definite 
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about the historical Jesus or the historical Socrates. After they 
died, their disciples founded schools to spread their message,” but 
the schools founded by the “Socratics” vary much more widely 
than do the various forms of primitive Christianity; this indicates 
the complexity of the Socratic message. Socrates inspired Antis- 
thenes, the founder of the Cynic school, who preached tension 
and austerity and was to have a profound influence on Stoicism; 
yet Socratic ideas also shaped the thought of Aristippus, founder 
of the Cyrenaic school, for whom the art of living consisted in tak- 
ing the best advantage of each concrete situation as it presented it- 
self. Aristippus did not disdain relaxation and pleasure, and was to 
have a considerable influence on Epicureanism; but he also in- 
spired Euclides, the founder of the Megarian school, which was fa- 
mous for its dialectics. Only one of Socrates’ disciples—Plato— 
triumphed over history, and he did so because he was able to give 
his dialogues imperishable literary form, or rather because the 
school he founded survived for centuries, thereby saving his dia- 
logues and developing, or perhaps deforming, his doctrine. In any 
case, all these schools seem to have one point in common: it is 
with them that the idea or concept of philosophy appears. As we 
shall see, it was conceived both as a specific discourse linked to a 
way of life, and as a way of life linked to a specific discourse. 

We would perhaps have a wholly different idea of who Socrates 
was if the works produced in all the schools founded by his disci- 
ples had survived, and, in particular, if the entire literature of *So- 
cratic" dialogues, which represented Socrates in dialogue with his 
interlocutors, had been preserved. We must recall, in any case, that 
the fundamental feature of Plato's dialogues—the presentation of 
dialogues in which Socrates almost always plays the role of ques- 
tioner—was not invented by Plato. Instead, these famous dia- 
logues belong to the genre of the Socratic dialogue, which was 
very much in fashion among Socrates' disciples? The success of 
this literary form gives us some idea of the extraordinary impres- 
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sion which the figure of Socrates, and the way he carried out his 
discussions with his fellow citizens, produced on his contempo- 
raries, especially on his disciples. In the case of the Socratic dia- 
logues written by Plato, the originality of literary form consists 
not so much in the use of a discourse divided into questions and 
answers (dialectical discourse existed long before Socrates) as in 
the assigning of the central role to Socrates. The result is a unique 
relationship: between the author and his work, on the one hand, 
and, on the other, between the author and Socrates. The author 
pretends not to be involved in his work, apparently content merely 
to reproduce a debate which once opposed conflicting theses; at 
most, we can presume that he prefers the thesis which he makes 
Socrates defend. In a sense, then, he takes on the mask of Socrates. 

Such is the situation we find in Plato’s dialogues. Plato in his 
own individuality never appears in them. The author doesn’t even 
intervene to say that it was he who composed the dialogues, and 
he does not include himself in the discussions which take place 
between the interlocutors. On the other hand, neither does he 
specify what, in the remarks which are recorded, belongs to Socra- 
tes and what belongs to him. In some dialogues, it is therefore of- 
ten extremely difficult to distinguish what is Socratic from what is 
Platonic. 

Thus, shortly after his death, Socrates appears as a mythical 
figure. And it is precisely this myth of Socrates which has indelibly 
marked the whole history of philosophy. 


SOCRATIC IGNORANCE AND THE CRITIQUE OF 
SOPHISTIC KNOWLEDGE 


In the Apology, Plato reconstructs, in his own way, the speech 
which Socrates gave before his judges in the trial in which he was 
condemned to death. Plato tells how Chaerephon, one of Socrates’ 
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friends, had asked the Delphic oracle if there was anyone wiser 
(sophos) than Socrates.* The oracle had replied that no one was 
wiser than Socrates. Socrates wondered what the oracle could pos- 
sibly have meant, and began a long search among politicians, 
poets, and artisans—people who, according to the Greek tradition 
discussed in the previous chapter, possessed wisdom or know- 
how—in order to find someone wiser than he. He noticed that all 
these people thought they knew everything, whereas in fact they 
knew nothing. Socrates then concluded that if in fact he was the 
wisest person, it was because he did not think he knew that which 
he did not know. What the oracle meant, therefore, was that the 
wisest human being was “he who knows that he is worth nothing 
as far as knowledge is concerned.” This is precisely the Platonic 
definition of the philosopher in the dialogue entitled the Sympo- 
sium: the philosopher knows nothing, but he is conscious of his 
ignorance. 

Socrates’ task—entrusted to him, says the Apology, by the Del- 
phic oracle (in other words, the god Apollo)—was therefore to 
make other people recognize their lack of knowledge and of wis- 
dom. In order to accomplish this mission, Socrates himself 
adopted the attitude of someone who knew nothing—an attitude 
of naiveté. This is the well-known Socratic irony: the feigned igno- 
rance and candid air with which, for instance, he asked questions 
in order to find out whether someone was wiser than he. In the 
words of a character from the Republic "That's certainly Socrates’ 
old familiar irony! I knew it. I predicted to everyone present, Soc- 
rates, that you'd refuse to reply, that you'd feign ignorance, and 
that you’d do anything but reply if someone asked you a question.” 

This is why Socrates is always the questioner in his discussions. 
As Aristotle remarked, “He admits that he knows nothing." Ac- 
cording to Cicero, “Socrates used to denigrate himself, and con- 
ceded more than was necessary to the interlocutors he wanted to 
refute. Thus, thinking one thing and saying another, he took plea- 
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sure in that dissimulation which the Greeks call "irony?" In fact, 
however, such an attitude is not a form of artifice or intentional 
dissimulation. Rather, it is a kind of humor which refuses to take 
oneself or other people entirely seriously; for everything human, 
and even everything philosophical, is highly uncertain, and we 
have no right to be proud of it. Socrates’ mission, then, was to 
make people aware of their lack of knowledge. 

This was a revolution in the concept of knowledge. To be sure, 
Socrates could and willingly did address himself to the common 
people, who had only conventional knowledge and acted only un- 
der the influence of prejudices without any basis in reflection, in 
order to show them that their so-called knowledge had no foun- 
dation. Above all, however, Socrates addressed himself to those 
who had been persuaded by their education that they possessed 
Knowledge. Prior to Socrates, there had been two types of such 
people. On the one hand, there had been the aristocrats of knowl- 
edge, or masters of wisdom and truth, such as Parmenides, 
Empedocles, and Heraclitus, who opposed their theories to the ig- 
norance of the mob. On the other hand, there had been the demo- 
crats of knowledge, who claimed to be able to sell their knowledge 
to all comers; these were, of course, the Sophists. For Socrates, 
knowledge was not an ensemble of propositions and formulas 
which could be written, communicated, or sold ready-made. This 
is apparent at the beginning of the Symposium. Socrates arrives 
late because he has been outside meditating, standing motionless 
and “applying his mind to itself” When he enters the room, 
Agathon, who is the host, asks him to come sit next to him, so that 
“by contact with you . . . I may profit from this windfall of wisdom 
which you have just stumbled across.” “How nice it would be,” re- 
plies Socrates, “if wisdom were the kind of thing that could flow 
from what is more full into what is more empty.” This means that 
knowledge is not a prefabricated object, or a finished content 
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which can be directly transmitted by writing or by just any dis- 
course. 

When Socrates claims that he knows only one thing—namely, 
that he does not know anything—he is repudiating the traditional 
concept of knowledge. His philosophical method consists not in 
transmitting knowledge (which would mean responding to his dis- 
ciples’ questions) but in questioning his disciples, for he himself 
has nothing to say to them or teach them, so far as the theoretical 
content of knowledge is concerned. Socratic irony consists in pre- 
tending that one wants to learn something from one’s interlocu- 
tor, in order to bring him to the point of discovering that he 
knows nothing of the area in which he claims to be wise. 

Yet this critique of knowledge, although it seems entirely nega- 
tive, has a double meaning. On the one hand, it presupposes that 
knowledge and truth, as we have already seen, cannot be received 
ready-made, but must be engendered by the individual himself. 
This is why Socrates says in the Theaetetus that when he talks with 
other people, he contents himself with the role of midwife. He 
himself knows nothing and teaches nothing," but is content to ask 
questions; and it is Socrates' questions and interrogations which 
help his interlocutors to give birth to "their" truth. Such an image 
shows that knowledge is found within the soul itself and it is up to 
the individual to discover it, once he has discovered, thanks to 
Socrates, that his own knowledge was empty. From the point of 
view of his own thought, Plato expressed this idea mythically, by 
saying that all knowledge is the remembrance of a vision which 
the soul has had in a previous existence. We thus have to learn how 
to remember. 

On the other hand, in Socrates the point of view is wholly dif- 
ferent. Socrates questions do not lead his interlocutor to know 
something, or to wind up with conclusions which could be for- 
mulated in the form of propositions on a given subject. Rather, it 
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is because the interlocutor discovers the vanity of his knowledge 
that he will at the same time discover his truth. In other words, by 
passing from knowledge to himself, he will begin to place himself 
in question. In the Socratic dialogue, the real question is less what 
is being talked about than who is doing the talking. This is made 
explicit by Nicias, one of Plato’s characters: 


Don’t you know that whoever approaches Socrates closely and be- 
gins a dialogue with him, even if he begins by talking about some- 
thing entirely different, nevertheless finds himself forcibly carried 
around in a circle by this discourse, until he gets to the point of 
having to give an account of himself—as much with regard to the 
way he is living now, as to the way he has lived his past existence. 
When that point is reached, Socrates doesn’t let you leave until he 
has submitted all that to the test of his control, well and thoroughly 
... It is a pleasure for me to keep company with him. I see no harm 
in being reminded that I have acted or am acting in a way that is 
not good. He who does not run away from this will necessarily be 
more prudent in the rest of his life.!! 


Thus, Socrates brought his interlocutors to examine and be- 
come aware of themselves. “Like a gadfly,’ Socrates harassed his 
interlocutors with questions which placed them in question, and 
obliged them to pay attention to themselves and to take care of 
themselves: "What? Dear friend, you are an Athenian, citizen of a 
city greater and more famous than any other for its science and its 
power, and you do not blush at the fact that you give care to your 
fortune, in order to increase it as much as possible, and to your 
reputation and your honors; but when it comes to your thought, 
to your truth, to your soul, which you ought to be improving, you 
have no care for it, and you don't think of it!" (Apology, 29d—e). 

The point was thus no so much to question the apparent 
knowledge we think we have, as to question ourselves and the val- 
ues which guide our own lives. In the last analysis, Socrates' inter- 
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locutor, after carrying on a dialogue with him, no longer has any 
idea of why he acts. He becomes aware of the contradictions in his 
discourse, and of his own internal contradictions. He doubts him- 
self; and, like Socrates, he comes to know that he knows nothing. 
As he does this, however, he assumes a distance with regard to 
himself. He splits into two parts, one of which henceforth identi- 
fies itself with Socrates, in the mutual accord which Socrates 
demands from his interlocutor at each stage of the discussion. 
The interlocutor thus acquires awareness and begins to question 
himself. 

The real problem is therefore not the problem of knowing this 
or that, but of being in this or that way: “I have no concern at all 
for what most people are concerned about: financial affairs, ad- 
ministration of property, appointments to generalships, oratorical 
triumphs in public, magistracies, coalitions, political factions. I 
did not take this path . . . but rather the one where I could do the 
most good to each one of you in particular, by persuading you to 
be less concerned with what you have than with what you are; so 
that you may make yourselves as excellent and as rational as possi- 
ble.” Socrates practiced this call to being not only by means of his 
interrogations and his irony, but above all by means of his way of 
being, by his way of life, and by his very being. 


THE CALL FROM “INDIVIDUAL” TO “INDIVIDUAL” 


Doing philosophy no longer meant, as the Sophists had it, acquir- 
ing knowledge, know-how, or sophia; it meant questioning our- 
selves, because we have the feeling that we are not what we ought 
to be. This was to be the defining role of the philosopher—the per- 
son who desires wisdom—in Plato’s Symposium. In turn, this feel- 
ing comes from the fact that, in the person of Socrates, we have 
encountered a personality which, by its mere presence, obliges 
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those who approach it to question themselves. This is what 
Alcibiades allows us to understand at the end of the Symposium. It 
is in Alcibiades’ speech in praise of Socrates that the representa- 
tion of the Individual appears, perhaps for the first time in history. 
This is the Individual dear to Kierkegaard—the Individual as 
unique and unclassifiable personality. Normally, says Alcibiades, 
there are different types or classifications of individuals. For in- 
stance, there is the “great general, noble and courageous,” like 
Achilles in Homeric times; or, among contemporaries, Brasidas, 
the Spartan leader. There is also the “clever and eloquent states- 
man”: Nestor in Homeric times, and nowadays Pericles. Socrates, 
by contrast, is impossible to classify; he cannot be compared with 
any other man. At most, he could be compared with Silenoi or 
Satyrs. He is atopos, meaning strange, extravagant, absurd, un- 
classifiable, disturbing. In the Theaetetus, Socrates says of himself: 
"I am utterly disturbing [atopos], and I create only perplexity 
[aporia]."? 

There is something fascinating about this unique personality, 
which exerts a kind of magical attraction. According to Alcibiades, 
Socrates’ philosophical discourse bites the heart like a viper, and 
provokes in the soul a state of philosophical possession, delirium, 
and drunkenness; in other words, the listener's soul is completely 
bowled over.? It is important to emphasize that Socrates acts 
upon his listeners in an irrational way, by the emotions he pro- 
vokes and the love he inspires. In a dialogue written by Socrates' 
disciple Aeschines of Sphettos, Socrates says with regard to 
Alcibiades that although he (Socrates) is not able to teach Alcibi- 
ades anything useful—which is not surprising, since Socrates does 
not know anything—he nevertheless thinks he can make him a 
better person, thanks to the love he feels for him, and because he 
lives with him." In the Theages—a dialogue wrongly attributed to 
Plato but actually written between 369 and 345 B.c., and thus 
probably during Plato's lifetime?—-a disciple tells Socrates that, 
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although he has not received any instruction from Socrates, he 
still makes progress when he is near him and touches him. In the 
Symposium, Alcibiades says again and again that Socrates incanta- 
tions have a disturbing effect on him: “I was in such a state that it 
did not seem possible to live while behaving as I was behaving... . 
He forces me to admit to myself that I do not take care for my- 
self."!5 

It is not that Socrates is more eloquent or more brilliant than 
others. On the contrary, says Alcibiades, one's first impression is 
that his discourses seem utterly ridiculous: “He talks about 
packsaddled asses, blacksmiths, shoemakers, and tanners; he al- 
ways seems to repeat the same phrases on the same subjects." 
Here Alcibiades seems to be alluding to Socrates’ habitual argu- 
ment (which we find in the Socratic reminiscences written by 
Xenophon)? according to which he is astonished at the fact that in 
order to learn the trade of a shoemaker, a carpenter, a blacksmith, 
or an equerry, or even to learn how to train a horse or an ox, peo- 
ple know where to go to find a master. When it comes to justice, 
however, they don’t know where to go. In Xenophon’s text, the 
Sophist Hippias remarks to Socrates that he always repeats "the - 
same phrases on the same subjects.” Socrates admits this willingly, 
to which his interlocutor replies that he, Hippias, quite to the con- 
trary, always tries to say something new, even if it is about justice. 
Socrates very much wants to know what Hippias could say that 
was new on a subject which ought not to change; but Hippias re- 
fuses to respond until Socrates gives his opinion on justice: “You 
have been making fun of others long enough, by always question- 
ing and refuting them, without ever wanting to explain yourself to 
anybody or to set forth your opinion.” Socrates replies: “I never 
stop showing what I think is just. If not in words, I show it by my 
actions." This means, in the last analysis, that it is the just person's 
life and existence which best determine what justice is. 

Socrates’ powerful individuality was able to awaken the individ- 
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uality of his interlocutors, yet their reactions vary tremendously. 
We have seen the joy which Nicias felt when Socrates subjected 
him to questioning; Alcibiades, for his part, tried to resist his 
influence. He felt nothing but shame before Socrates, and in order 
to escape his attraction, he sometimes wished for his death. Socra- 
tes could only urge his interlocutor to examine himself and put 
himself to the test. In order for a dialogue to be established which, 
as Nicias says, can lead the individual to give an account of himself 
and of his life, the person who talks with Socrates must submit, 
along with Socrates, to the demands of rational discourse—that is, 
to the demands of reason. In other words, caring for ourselves and 
questioning ourselves occur only when our individuality is tran- 
scended and we rise to the level of universality, which is repre- 
sented by what the two interlocutors have in common. 


SOCRATES’ KNOWLEDGE, OR THE ABSOLUTE VALUE 
OF MORAL INTENT 


We have glimpsed what Socrates’ knowledge can be, over and 
above his lack of knowledge. Socrates says again and again that he 
knows nothing, that he has nothing to teach to others, and that 
others must think for themselves and discover their truth by 
themselves. Yet we can at least wonder whether there wasn’t also 
knowledge that Socrates himself had discovered, by himself and in 
himself. A passage from the Apology, in which knowledge is op- 
posed to lack of knowledge, allows us to hazard this conjecture.'? 
In the passage, Socrates imagines that other people might say to 
him, “Aren’t you ashamed to have lived the kind of life which now 
is placing you in mortal danger?” Socrates claims he would re- 
spond as follows: “You do not speak well, my friend, if you think 
that a man who is worth something ought to calculate the risks of 
living and dying, instead of considering only, when he acts, 
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whether he is acting justly or unjustly, and whether his deeds are 
those of a good man or a bad one.” From this point of view, what 
appears as lack of knowledge is the fear of death: “For to fear 
death, Gentlemen, is nothing other than to think one is wise when 
one is not, for it means to think one knows what one does not 
know. No one knows whether death might not be the greatest of 
goods for man, but people fear it as if they were perfectly certain it 
is the greatest of evils. Yet how could it be anything but the most 
shameful ignorance to think one knows what one does not 
know?” Socrates, for his part, knows that he knows nothing 
about death. Nevertheless, he does claim to know something con- 
cerning an entirely different subject: “I do, however, know that 
committing injustice and disobeying my betters, whether God or 
man, is bad and shameful. Therefore, I shall never fear or flee 
something whose badness or goodness I am ignorant of, as op- 
posed to those evils which I know are bad.” 

It is most interesting to note that here knowledge and lack-of- 
knowledge have to do not with concepts, but with values: on the 
one hand, the value of death; on the other, the value of moral good 
and moral evil. Socrates knows nothing about the value which 
ought to be attributed to death, because it is not in his power, and 
because the experience of his own death escapes him by defi- 
nition. Yet he does know the value of moral action and intention, 
for they do depend upon his choice, his decision, and his engage- 
ment. They therefore have their origin within him. Here again, 
knowledge is not a series of propositions or an abstract theory, but 
the certainty of choice, decision, and initiative. Knowledge is not 
just plain knowing, but knowing-what-ought-to-be-preferred, 
and hence knowing how to live. And it is this knowledge of value 
which guides him in his discussions with his interlocutors: “And if 
some one of you objects and claims that he does care (for intelli- 
gence, for truth, and for the best state of his soul), then I will not 
release him on the spot and go away, but I will question him, ex- 
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amine him, and refute him; and if he does not seem to me to have 
acquired virtue, but says that he has, I will reproach him with at- 
tributing the least importance to what is worth the most, and the 
most importance to what is most base?! 

This knowledge of value is taken from Socrates' inner experi- 
ence—the experience of a choice which implicates him entirely. 
Here once more, then, the only knowledge consists in a personal 
discovery which comes from within. Such interiority is reinforced 
in Socrates by the idea of the daimon, that divine voice which, he 
says, speaks to him and stops him from doing certain things. Was 
this a mystical experience or a mythical image? It is difficult to say. 
In any case, we can see in it a kind of figure of what later was called 
moral conscience. 

Socrates seems to have admitted implicitly that an innate desire 
for the good exists in all human beings. This is the sense in which 
he presented himself as a simple midwife whose role was limited 
to making his interlocutors discover their inner possibilities. We 
can now better understand the meaning of the Socratic paradox 
according to which no one is evil willingly;? or, in another formu- 
lation, virtue is knowledge.? He means that if human beings com- 
mit moral evil, it is because they thinkthey will thereby find good. 
If they are virtuous, it is because they know, with all their soul and 
all their being, where the true good lies. The philosopher's entire 
role will therefore consist in permitting his interlocutor to "real- 
ize,’ in the strongest sense of the word, what the true good is and 
what true value is. At the basis of Socratic knowledge is love of the 
good.” 

The content of Socratic knowledge is thus essentially “the abso- 
lute value of moral intent,” and the certainty provided by the 
choice of this value. This expression is, of course, modern, and 
Socrates would not have used it. It can, however, help underscore 
the entire range of the Socratic message. Indeed, we can say that a 
value is absolute for a person when that person is ready to die for 
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that value. This is Socrates’ attitude concerning “that which is 
best”—meaning justice, duty, and moral purity. As Socrates re- 
peats several times in the Apology, he prefers death and danger to 
renouncing his duty and his mission.” In the Crito, Plato imagines 
that Socrates makes the Laws of Athens speak: they make him un- 
derstand that if he tries to flee and escape his condemnation, he 
will do wrong to the city by giving an example of disobedience to 
the laws; he must not place his own life above what is just. As 
Socrates says in the Phaedo: “If I had not thought that it was more 
just and more beautiful to leave up to the City the penalty which 
she may decide to impose upon me, rather than to flee and escape, 
my bones and my muscles would have been in Megara or Boeotia 
a long time ago, having been carried there by my judgment about 
what was ‘best.’”?” 

This absolute value of moral choice also appears in another per- 
spective, when Socrates declares that “for the good man, there is 
no evil, neither during his life, nor after he is dead."* This means 
that all those things that seem to people to be evil—death, sick- 
ness, poverty—are not evils for him. In his eyes, there is only one 
evil thing: moral fault. And there is only one good and one value: 
the will to do good. This implies that we must not avoid con- 
stantly and rigorously examining the way we live, in order to see if 
it is always guided and inspired by this will to do good. To a cer- 
tain extent, we can say that what interests Socrates is not to define 
the theoretical and objective contents of morality—that is, what 
we ought to do—but to know if we really, concretely want to do 
what we consider just and good—in other words, how we must 
act. In the Apology, Socrates gives no theoretical explanation for 
why he forces himself to examine his own life and that of others. 
Instead, he contents himself with saying, on the one hand, that 
this is the mission with which the deity has entrusted him; and on 
the other hand, that only such lucidity and rigor with regard to 
ourselves can give meaning to life: “An unexamined life is not liv- 
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able for man.”” Here we find a kind of sketch—still confused and 
indistinct—of an idea which would be developed later, in the con- 
text of a wholly different problematic, by Kant: morality hinges on 
the purity of the intent which guides action. Such purity consists 
precisely in giving absolute value to the moral good, and totally re- 
nouncing one’s individual interest. 

There is, moreover, every indication that such wisdom is never 
acquired once and for all. It is not only others that Socrates never 
stops testing, but also himself. The purity of moral intent must be 
constantly renewed and reestablished. Self-transformation is 
never definitive, but demands perpetual reconquest. 


CARE OF THE SELF AND CARE OF OTHERS 


Speaking of the strangeness of philosophy, Maurice Merleau- 
Ponty said that philosophy is “never entirely within the world, 
yet never outside the world.” The same holds true of strange, 
unclassifiable Socrates. He, too, was neither in the world nor out- 
side it. 

On the one hand, in the view of his fellow citizens he proposed 
a complete reversal of values, which seemed incomprehensible to 
them: "Again, if I say that the greatest good for man happens to be 
the following: to spend time every day talking about virtue, as well 
as the other things you hear me discussing when I examine myself 
and others, and that an unexamined life is not livable for man— 
then you will believe me even less! 

Socrates' fellow citizens could not help perceiving his invitation 
to question all their values and their entire way of acting, and to 
take care for themselves, as a radical break with daily life, with the 
habits and conventions of everyday life, and with the world which 
they were familiar. What is more, this invitation to take care for 
themselves seemed like a call to detach themselves from the city, 
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coming from man a who was himself somehow outside the world, 
who was atopos, disturbing, unclassifiable, and unsettling. Might 
not Socrates be the prototype for that image of the philosopher— 
so widespread, yet so false—who flees the difficulties of life in or- 
der to take refuge within his good conscience? 

On the other hand, the portrait of Socrates as sketched by 
Alcibiades in Plato's Symposium—and also by Xenophon—reveals 
a man who participated fully in the life of the city around him. 
This Socrates was almost an ordinary or everyday man: he had a 
wife and children, and he talked with every body—in the streets, in 
the shops, in the gymnasiums. He was also a bon vivant who could 
drink more than anyone else without getting drunk, and a brave, 
tough soldier. 

Care for the self is thus not opposed to care for the city. In the 
Apology and the Crito, what Socrates proclaims, in a remarkable 
way, as his duty and that to which he must sacrifice everything, 
even his life, is obedience to the laws of the city. In the Crito, these 
personified “Laws” exhort Socrates not to give in to the tempta- 
tion to escape from prison and flee far from Athens, by making 
him understand that his egoistic salvation would be an injustice 
with regard to Athens. This attitude is not one of conformity, for 
Xenophon makes Socrates say that it is quite possible to “obey the 
laws while hoping that they change, just as one serves in war while 
hoping for peace.” As Merleau-Ponty has emphasized, “Socrates 
has a way of obeying which is a way of resisting."?? He submits to 
the laws in order to prove, from within the city itself, the truth of 
his philosophical attitude and the absolute value of moral inten- 
tion. Hegel was thus wrong to say that “Socrates flees within him- 
self, in order to find the just and good there.” Instead, we shall 
agree with Merleau-Ponty, who wrote: “He thought that it was im- 
possible to be just by oneself. If one is just all by oneself, one ceases 
to be just.”* 

Care for the self is thus, indissolubly, care for the city and care 
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for others. We can see this from the example of Socrates himself, 
whose entire reason for living was to concern himself with others. 
Socrates had both a missionary and a popular aspect, which we 
will encounter again in some philosophies of the Hellenistic pe- 
riod: “I am available both to the poor and to the rich, without dis- 
tinction. . . . That I happen to be like a being that the deity has 
given to the city, you might conclude from the following consider- 
ations. After all, it does not seem human for me to have neglected 
all my own affairs and to have kept neglecting my own affairs for 
so many years now, and always to concern myself with your inter- 
ests, going up to each one of you individually like a father or an el- 
der brother and persuading you to care for virtue.” 

Thus, Socrates is simultaneously in the world and outside it. He 
transcends both people and things by his moral demands and the 
engagement they require; yet he is involved with people and with 
things because the only true philosophy lies in the everyday. 
Throughout antiquity, Socrates was the model of the ideal philos- 
opher, whose philosophical work is none other than his life and 
his death.? As Plutarch wrote at the beginning of the second cen- 
tury A.D.: 


Most people imagine that philosophy consists in delivering dis- 
courses from the heights of a chair, and in giving classes based on 
texts. But what these people utterly miss is the uninterrupted phi- 
losophy which we see being practiced every day in a way which is 
perfectly equal to itself. . . . Socrates did not set up grandstands 
for his audience and did not sit upon a professorial chair; he had 
no fixed timetable for talking or walking with his friends. Rather, he 
did philosophy sometimes by joking with them, or by drinking or 
going to war or to the market with them, and finally by going to 
prison and drinking poison. He was the first to show that at all 
times and in every place, in everything that happens to us, daily life 
gives us the opportunity to do philosophy.** 


CHAPTER FOUR 


The Definition of “Philosopher” in 
Plato's Symposium 


We do not know if Socrates used the word philosophia in his dis- 
cussions with his interlocutors. If he did, it is likely he would have 
intended the word in the sense which was current at the time. In 
other words, he would have used it, as was common in those days, 
to designate the general culture which the Sophists and others dis- 
pensed to their students. This is the meaning we find, for example, 
in the rare occurrences of the word philosophia in the Memora- 
bilia—Trecollections of Socrates which were collected by his disci- 
ple Xenophon. Nevertheless, it was under the influence of the per- 
sonality and teaching of Socrates that Plato, in the Symposium, 
gave new meaning to the word "philosopher," and therefore also to 
the word “philosophy.” 


PLATO'S SYMPOSIUM 


Like the Apology, the Symposiumis a literary monument erected to 
the memory of Socrates. It is constructed with wonderful skill, as 
only Plato could do. Philosophical themes and mythical symbols 
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are artfully woven together. As in the Apology, the theoretical ele- 
ment is reduced to a minimum. The Symposium contains only a 
few pages—which are, moreover, extremely important—pertain- 
ing to the vision of Beauty. The essential part is devoted to de- 
scribing the way of life of Socrates, who reveals himself to be the 
model of the philosopher. The definition of the word “philoso- 
pher" proposed in the course of the dialogue thus becomes all the 
more significant.’ 

The figure of Socrates dominates the entire dialogue, which is 
presented as the story of a certain Aristodemus. He tells how Soc- 
rates asked him to accompany him to a banquet given by the poet 
Agathon in honor of his victory in the tragedy contest. Socrates 
arrives late, because he has remained standing still for quite a 
while, pursuing his meditations. The participants in the banquet 
produce speeches in honor of Eros, and Socrates’ contribution is 
almost as long as those of the all the other speakers put together. 
When Alcibiades arrives at the end of the banquet, drunk, 
crowned with flowers, and accompanied by a flute-player, he gives 
a long speech in praise of Socrates, in which he enumerates all the 
aspects of the latter’s personality. In the last lines of the work, Soc- 
rates, although he has drunk more than the others, is the only one 
still awake, remaining lucid and serene amid the sleeping guests: 


Only Agathon, Aristophanes, and Socrates had stayed awake, 
drinking from a great cup which they passed from right to left. Soc- 
rates was conversing with them. ... He was gradually forcing them 
to admit that one man could compose both comedies and trage- 
dies. . . . Aristophanes fell asleep first, and then Agathon, when the 
sun had already come up. Socrates . . got up and left. He headed in 
the direction of the Lyceum, and after performing his ablutions, he 
spent the rest of the day just as he would have any other. 


The end of this dialogue has inspired poets. One thinks of 
Holderlin's verses about the sage who is able to bear the intensity 
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of the happiness offered by the deity: “To each his measure. The 
weight of misfortune is heavy, but happiness is heavier still. Yet 
there was one sage who stayed lucid at the banquet, from noon 
until the heart of the night, and until the first glimmer of dawn.” 
As Nietzsche remarked, Socrates entered into death with the same 
calm with which he left the banquet: “He went to his death with 
that calm which Plato’s description attributes to him when, last of 
all the guests, he left the banquet at the first glimmer of dawn to 
begin a new day, while behind him, on the benches and the floor, 
the sleepy guests remained behind to dream of Socrates, the true 
eroticist. For young people of the elite, the dying Socrates became 
the new ideal, never before encountered.” 

As Daniel Babut has shown, even the slightest details are impor- 
tant in the construction of this dialogue, which is intended both to 
portray Socrates and to idealize him.* The company of drinkers 
had drawn up a program for the gathering which determined both 
the way they would drink and the theme of the speeches that each 
of the participants would have to give; the subject was to be Love. 
As the dialogue tells the story of the banquet which Socrates at- 
tended, it tells how each guest fulfilled his task, in what order the 
speeches succeeded one another, and what the various orators 
said. According to Babut, the first five speeches—those by Phae- 
drus, Pausanias, Eryximachus, Aristophanes, and Agathon— 
prepare the way, by a dialectical progression, for the praise of Love 
by Diotima, the Mantinean priestess, whose words Socrates quotes 
when it is his turn to speak. 

Throughout the dialogue, but especially in the speeches of 
Diotima and Alcibiades, we notice that the features of the figure of 
Eros tend to become confused with those of the figure of Socrates. 
In the last analysis, the reason they become so closely enmeshed is 
that Eros and Socrates personify—one mythically, the other his- 
torically—the figure of the philosopher. This is the profound 
meaning of the dialogue. 
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EROS, SOCRATES, AND THE PHILOSOPHER 


Socrates’ praise of Eros was obviously composed according to the 
genuine Socratic manner. This means that Socrates does not act 
like the other guests, making a speech which affirms that Love 
possesses such-and-such a quality. He himself does not speak, be- 
cause he knows nothing, but he makes the others speak. First of all 
comes Agathon, who praises Love just before Socrates, and who 
declares that Love is beautiful and gracious. Socrates therefore be- 
gins by questioning Agathon, asking him if Love is the desire for 
what one has or for what one does not have. If we must admit that 
Love is the desire for what we do not have, and if Love is the desire 
for beauty, must we not conclude that Love cannot be beautiful 
himself, since he does not possess beauty? After forcing Agathon 
to admit this view, Socrates does not go on to set forth his own 
theory of Love; instead, he tells of what Diotima, priestess of 
Mantinea, made him understand about Love in a conversation he 
once had with her. Since Love exists relatively to something else, 
and to something which it lacks, it cannot be a god, as has wrongly 
been thought by all the other guests who have thus far praised 
Love. On the contrary, Love is only a daimon—a being that is in- 
termediate between gods and men, immortals and mortals.’ Not 
only does Love occupy a position between two opposing orders of 
reality, but it is in the situation of a mediator. The daimon has a re- 
lation both to gods and to men; he plays a role in mystery initia- 
tions, in the incantations which cure maladies of the soul and 
body, and in the communications which come from the gods to 
men, both while they are awake and while they are asleep. To give 
Socrates a better understanding of this representation of Eros, 
Diotima tells him a mythical story of the birth of this daimon.° On 
the day of Aphrodite’s birth, the gods had a banquet. At the end of 
the meal, Penia (the name signifies “Poverty” or “Privation”) came 
to beg. Poros (“Means,” “Wealth,” “Expedient”) was asleep at the 
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time, drunk on nectar, in Zeus garden. Penia lay down beside him, 
in order to remedy her own poverty by having a child with him; 
and thus she conceived Eros. According to Diotima, Love’s nature 
and character can be explained by this origin. Born on Aphrodite’s 
birthday, he is enamored of beauty; but since he is the son of 
Penia, he is always poor, indigent, and a beggar. At the same time, 
since he is the son of Poros, he is clever and inventive. 

In a way which is both skillful and full of humor, Diotima’s 
mythical description applies simultaneously to Eros, Socrates, and 
the philosopher. Of needy Eros, Diotima says: “He is always poor, 
for he is far from being delicate or beautiful, as people think. On 
the contrary, he is rough, dirty, barefoot, and homeless; he always 
sleeps on the ground, in the open air, on doorsteps and in road- 
ways.” Yet since he is also a worthy son of Poros, this enamored 
Eros is a “dangerous hunter.” “He sets traps for noble souls, for 
he is hardy, brazen, and tough; he is always trying to come up 
with some trick; he wants to be clever and resourceful; he ‘does 
philosophy’ all his life. He is a fearsome sorcerer, a magician and a 
Sophist.” 

This description also applies to Socrates, who is likewise an am- 
orous, barefoot hunter. At the end of the dialogue, Alcibiades de- 
scribes him as he took part in the military expedition at Potidaea, 
exposed to the winter cold, barefoot, and covered with a coarse 
cloak which barely protected him. At the beginning of the dia- 
logue, we learn that in order to come to the banquet, Socrates 
had—exceptionally—bathed and put on shoes. Socrates’ bare feet 
and old cloak were a favorite theme of the comic poets." The Soc- 
rates described by the comic playwright Aristophanes in his 
Clouds was a worthy son of Poros: "Hardy, a smooth talker, bra- 
zen, impudent, . . . never at a loss for words—a real fox." In his 
praise of Socrates, Alcibiades also alludes to his impudence, and 
Agathon has done the same before him, at the beginning of the di- 
alogue.? For Alcibiades, Socrates is also a genuine magician, who 
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bewitches souls with his words.’ As far as Eros’ robustness is con- 
cerned, we encounter it in the portrait which Alcibiades sketches 
of Socrates in the army: he can resist cold, hunger, and fear, while 
still being capable of handling both wine and privation.'? 

This portrait of Eros-Socrates is at the same time the portrait of 
the philosopher, insofar as Eros, the son of Poros and Penia, is 
poor and deficient. Yet he knows how to compensate for his pov- 
erty, privation, and deficiency by means of his cleverness. For 
Diotima, Eros is therefore a philo-sopher, since he is halfway be- 
tween sophia and ignorance. Here, Plato does not define what he 
means by wisdom.!! He merely hints that it is a transcendent state, 
since, in his view, only the gods are “wise” in the proper sense of 
the term." We may suppose that wisdom represents the perfection 
of knowledge, which is identified with virtue; yet as we have seen, 
knowledge or sophia in the Greek tradition is less a purely theoret- 
ical wisdom than know-how, or knowing-how-to-live. We can 
recognize traces of this know-how not in the theoretical knowl- 
edge of Socrates the philosopher, but in his way of life, which is 
precisely what Plato evokes in the Symposium. 

There are, says Diotima, two categories of beings which do not 
do philosophy. The first category comprises gods and sages, be- 
cause they are wise; the second consists of senseless people, be- 
cause they think they are wise. “No god does philosophy, nor does 
he wish to become wise [sophos], since he already is; and if some 
other wise being exists, he will not do philosophy either. More- 
over, ignorant people do not do philosophy and do not want to 
become wise, for the misfortune of ignorance is to believe one is 
beautiful, good, and wise, when one is not. He who is not aware of 
lacking something does not desire what he does not think he 
needs." 

Socrates then asks, “If that is so, Diotima, then who is it that 
does philosophy, if it is neither the wise nor the senseless?" Diot- 
ima replies, "It is those in the middle, midway between the two; 


THE DEFINITION IN PLATO'S SYMPOSIUM 45 


and Loveis one of them. For wisdom is, no doubt, one of the most 
beautiful things; but Love is love of the beautiful. Love must there- 
fore be a philo-sopher [lover of wisdom], and, as a philosopher, he 
must be midway between the wise and the senseless. The reason 
for this is his birth: his father is wise [sophos] and inventive; his 
mother, senseless and without resources [en aporiai]." 

Here again, we recognize beneath the features of Eros not only 
the philosopher but Socrates, who, like senseless people, seemed 
not to know anything—but who was nevertheless aware of not 
knowing anything. He was therefore different from senseless peo- 
ple by virtue of the fact that, being conscious of his lack of knowl- 
edge, he desired to know (although, as we have seen, his represen- 
tation of knowledge was profoundly different from the traditional 
concept). Socrates, or the philosopher, is thus Eros: although de- 
prived of wisdom, beauty, and the good, he desires and loves wis- 
dom, beauty, and the good. He is Eros, which means that he is de- 
sire—not a passive and nostalgic desire, but desire which is 
impetuous, and worthy of Eros, the "dangerous hunter." 

Apparently, nothing could be simpler and more natural than 
the philosopher's intermediate position. He is midway between 
wisdom and ignorance. We might think that it is enough for him 
to practice his philosophical activity in order to transcend igno- 
rance and attain wisdom once and for all; but matters are much 
more complex than this. 

In the background of this opposition between sages, philoso- 
phers, and senseless people, we can glimpse a logical schema of 
conceptual division which is highly rigorous and does not allow 
such an optimistic perspective. Diotima had opposed sages to 
nonsages, which means that she established a contradictory oppo- 
sition which admits no intermediaries: either one is a sage or one 
is not, and there is no middle path. From this point of view, we 
cannot say that the philosopher is an intermediary between the 
sage and the nonsage, for if he is not a “sage,” he is necessarily and 
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decidedly a “nonsage.” Therefore, he is destined never to attain 
wisdom. Yet Diotima has introduced a division among the 
nonsages: there are those who are unconscious of their lack of wis- 
dom, and these are senseless people. And there are those who are 
aware of their lack of wisdom, and these are the philosophers. 
Now, however, we may consider that within the category of 
nonsages, senseless people, who are unconscious of their lack of 
wisdom, are opposed to the sages as contraries. From this point 
of view—that is, in accordance with this opposition of contrari- 
ety—philosophers are intermediary between sages and the sense- 
less, insofar as they are nonsages who are conscious of their lack of 
wisdom. They are thus neither sages nor senseless. This division is 
parallel to another which was very common in Plato’s school: the 
distinction between “what is good” and “what is not good.” Since 
this is a contradictory opposition, there is no intermediary be- 
tween these two terms. Within the category of what is not good, 
however, we can distinguish between that which is neither god nor 
bad, and that which is bad. Here, the relation of contrariety will be 
established between the good and the bad, and there will be an in- 
termediary between the good and the bad—namely, the “neither 
good nor bad.” Such logical schemes, which were extremely im- 
portant in Plato’s school, were used to distinguish things which 
have no “more” or “less” from those which exhibit degrees of in- 
tensity. Since the sage and that which is good are absolute, they ad- 
mit no variation; they cannot be more or less wise or more or less 
good. By contrast, what is intermediate—the "neither good nor 
bad" and the “philosopher”—do display the degrees of more and 
less. Thus, the philosopher will never attain wisdom, but he can 
make progress in its direction. According to the Symposium, then, 
philosophy is not wisdom, but a way of life and discourse deter- 
mined by the idea of wisdom. 

With the Symposium, the etymology of the word philosophia— 
"the love or desire for wisdom"— thus becomes the very program 
of philosophy. We can say that with the Socrates of the Sympo- 
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sium, philosophy takes on a definite historical tonality which is 
ironic and tragic at the same time. It is ironic, in that the true phi- 
losopher will always be the person who knows that he does not 
know, who knows that he is not a sage, and who is therefore nei- 
ther sage nor nonsage. He is not at home in either the world of 
senseless people or the world of sages; neither wholly in the world 
of men and women, nor wholly in the world of the gods. He is un- 
classifiable, and, like Eros and Socrates, has neither hearth nor 
home. Philosophy’s tonality is also tragic, because the bizarre be- 
ing called the “philosopher” is tortured and torn by the desire to 
attain this wisdom which escapes him, yet which he loves. Like 
Kierkegaard, the Christian who wanted to be a Christian but knew 
that only Christ is a Christian,” the philosopher knows that he 
cannot reach his model and will never be entirely that which he 
desires. Plato thus establishes an insurmountable distance be- 
tween philosophy and wisdom. Philosophy is defined by what it 
lacks—that is, by a transcendent norm which escapes it, yet which 
it nevertheless possesses within itself in some way, as in the fa- 
mous, and very Platonic, words of Pascal: "You would not seek me 
if you had not already found me! As Plotinus was to say, “If 
something were totally deprived of the good, it would never seek 
the good." This is why the Socrates of the Symposium appears si- 
multaneously as someone who claims to have no wisdom and as 
someone whose way of living is admired; for the philosopher is 
not only an intermediary being, but, like Eros, is also a mediator. 
He reveals to mankind something of the world of the gods, or the 
world of wisdom. He is like those statuettes known as silenoi— 
figurines that seem grotesque and ridiculous from the outside but 
that reveal statues of the gods when they are opened up.'? Thus 
Socrates, by the magical and demonic effect of his life and his 
speech, forces Alcibiades to question himself and admit that his 
life is not worth living if he continues to behave as he does. Let us 
note in passing, following Léon Robin, that the Symposium it- 
self—meaning the literary work with this title written by Plato—is 
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also similar to Socrates.’ It, too, is a sculpted silenus which, be- 
neath irony and humor, hides the most profound conceptions. 

Eros is not the only figure which is devalued and demystified in 
this way in the Symposium, passing from the rank of god to that of 
demon. The situation is similar with the philosopher, who ceases 
to be the recipient of ready-made knowledge from the Sophists. 
Instead, he becomes someone who is aware both of his deficiency 
and of the desire within him which attracts him to the beautiful 
and the good. 

Thus, in the Symposium, the philosopher who becomes aware 
of himself resembles Socrates as we have described him above: he 
is neither quite of this world, nor quite outside the world. As 
Alcibiades had observed during the Potidaea expedition, Socrates 
was able to remain happy in any circumstances. During this mili- 
tary expedition, he knew how to profit from abundance when it 
was there, surpassing everyone else in the art of drinking without 
getting drunk; yet in times of famine, he bore up courageously un- 
der hunger and thirst. He was just as much at ease when there was 
nothing to eat as when there was abundant food; he easily put up 
with the cold, feared nothing, and showed remarkable courage 
during combat. He was indifferent to everything that usually se- 
duces men: beauty, wealth, and every sort of advantage, which all 
seemed to him without value. 

Yet he was also someone who could become totally absorbed in 
meditation, withdrawing from all his surroundings. During the 
Potidaea expedition, his companions in arms saw him standing 
motionless and reflecting for an entire day; this also happens to 
him at the beginning of Symposium, and explains why he arrives 
late at the banquet. Perhaps Plato wishes to hint that Socrates was 
initiated into the mysteries of love by the Mantinean priestess, and 
that he has learned to see true beauty. As Diotima says, he who has 
attained such a vision will lead the only life worth living, and thus 
he will acquire excellence (areté), or true virtue.” Here philosophy 
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appears as an experience of love. Thus, Socrates reveals himself as 
a being who, although not a god, since he appears at first sight to 
be an ordinary man, is nevertheless superior to men. He is a 
daimon, or mixture of divinity and humanity. Such a mixture is, 
however, is far from self-evident, but is necessarily linked to a 
strangeness, and almost to a lack of balance, or inner dissonance. 

This definition of “philosopher” in the Symposium was to be of 
capital importance throughout the history of philosophy. For ex- 
ample, the Stoics, like Plato, saw the philosopher as being essen- 
tially different from the sage and, from the point of view of this 
contradictory opposition, no different from the average man. As 
the Stoics used to say, it matters little whether you are one fathom 
or five hundred fathoms beneath the surface of the water: you 
drown just the same.” In a sense, there was a basic difference be- 
tween the sage and the nonsage: only the nonsage could be charac- 
terized by “more or less,” whereas the sage represented absolute 
perfection, which admits of no degrees. The fact that the philoso- 
pher was a nonsage does not, however, mean that there was no dif- 
ference between him and other people. The philosopher was 
aware of his lack of wisdom; he desired wisdom and tried to make 
progress toward wisdom, which, for the Stoics, was a kind of tran- 
scendent state which could be attained only by a sudden, unex- 
pected mutation. Besides, the sage either did not exist, or existed 
only rarely. The philosopher could therefore make progress, but 
always within the limits of lack-of-wisdom. He tended toward 
wisdom, but in an asymptotic way, and without ever being able to 
reach it. 

The other' philosophical schools did not have such a precise 
doctrine on the difference between philosophy and wisdom. In 
general, however, wisdom appeared as an ideal which guided and 
attracted the philosopher. Above all, philosophy was viewed as an 
exercise of wisdom, and therefore as the practice of a way of life. 
This idea was still alive in Kant, and it is implicit in all those phi- 
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losophers who define philosophy etymologically as the love of 
wisdom. What philosophers have least retained from the model 
presented by Socrates in the Symposium are his irony and his hu- 
mor, which are likewise.seen in the dancing Socrates of Xeno- 
phon’s Symposium.” Traditionally, philosophers have deprived 
themselves of what they need the most. Nietzsche was well aware 
of this: “Socrates’ advantage over the founder of Christianity was 
the smile which inflected his seriousness, and that wisdom full of 
mischievousness which gives a person the best state of soul? 


ISOCRATES 


We also encounter the opposition between philosophy and wis- 
dom in the orator Isocrates, one of Plato's contemporaries. His 
writings show that there had been an evolution in the conception 
of philosophy since the time of the Sophists: “Philosophy, . . . 
which has educated us with a view to action, has made us gentle in 
our mutual relations, has distinguished the misfortunes caused by 
ignorance from those resulting from necessity, and has taught us 
to avoid the former and bear the latter courageously—this philos- 
ophy was revealed by our city.” Philosophy was still Athens’ pride 
and glory, but its content had changed considerably. In Isocrates’ 
description, philosophy is no longer a matter of overall scientific 
culture; it has become a means of training for life which trans- 
forms human relationships and arms us against adversity. Above 
all, Isocrates introduces a capital distinction between sophia (or 
episteme) and philosophia: 


Since it is not in the nature of human beings to possess knowledge 
[epistémé] such that, if we possessed it, we would know what we 
must do and what we must say, I consider wise [sophoi], within the 
limits of what is possible, those who, thanks to their opinions, can 
most often hit upon what is best. And I consider philosophers 
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[philosophoi] those who spend their time at those exercises from 
which they will most rapidly acquire such a capacity of judgment 
[phronesis].?^ 


Thus, Isocrates first distinguishes an ideal knowledge 
(episteme), conceived of as perfect know-how in the conduct of 
life, based on a completely infallible capacity of judgment. He then 
mentions practical wisdom (sophia), which is know-how acquired 
by the solid formation of judgment, which allows its possessor to 
make rational yet conjectural decisions in whatever situations 
happen to present themselves. Finally, there is the formation of 
judgment itself, which is nothing other than philosophy. This, 
moreover, is a different kind of philosophy from Plato's; in the 
case of Isocrates, we could speak of humanism is the classical 
sense of the term. "Isocrates is deeply convinced that one can be- 
come better by learning how to speak well," so long as one deals 
with "subjects which are elevated, beautiful, serve humanity, and 
concern public welfare." Thus, for Isocrates, philosophy was in- 
dissolubly both the art of speaking well and the art of living well. 


PART T WO 


PHILOSOPHY AS A WAY OF LIFE 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Plato and the Academy 


Plato’s Symposium thus immortalized the figure of Socrates as a 
philosopher—that is, as a man who sought, both by his words and 
by his way of life, to approach and to make others approach the 
way of being or transcendent ontological state called wisdom. 
From this perspective, the philosophy of Plato—and, following 
him, all the philosophies of antiquity, even those which were far- 
thest away from Platonism—all shared the aim of establishing an 
intimate link between philosophical discourse and way of life. 


PHILOSOPHY AS A WAY OF LIFE IN PLATO'S ACADEMY 


The Educative Project 


We must return to the link between Socrates and Eros, philosophy 
and love, in Plato's Symposium. Here, love appears not only as the 
desire for what is wise and beautiful, but also as the desire for fe- 
cundity—that is, the desire to immortalize oneself by producing. 
Love, in other words, is creative and fruitful. There are two kinds 
of fruitfulness, says Diotima: that of the body and that of the soul. 
Those whose fruitfulness resides in the body try to immortalize 
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themselves by engendering children, but those whose fecundity 
resides in the soul try to immortalize themselves in a work of the 
intellect, whether literary or technical. But the highest form of in- 
telligence consists in self-mastery and justice, and these are exer- 
cised in the organization of cities or other institutions. Many his- 
torians have seen in this mention of "institutions" an allusion to 
the founding of Plato's school, for in the following lines Plato 
clearly gives us to understand that the fruitfulness he is talking 
about is that of an educator, who, like Eros, son of Poros, is “full of 
resources” (euporei) “in order to speak about virtue—to say what 
kind of things a good man ought to think about, and with what he 
ought to busy himself?” In the Phaedrus, Plato speaks of “im- 
pregnating minds" and of *sowing discourses which themselves 
contain a seed from which, in other natures, will grow other dis- 
courses, capable... of leading us to the highest degree of happi- 
ness possible for human beings.” Robin has summarized these 
Platonic themes as follows: "The fruitful soul can fecundate and 
fructify only by its commerce with another soul, in which the nec- 
essary qualities have been recognized. This commerce can be insti- 
tuted only by living words and the daily interchange required by a 
life in common, organized with a view to spiritual ends and for an 
indefinite future. In other words, a philosophical school, such as 
Plato conceived his own, in its present state and for the continuity 
of tradition." 

Here we discover another important aspect of the new defi- 
nition of philosophy which Plato proposes in the Symposium and 
which would leave a definitive mark on philosophical life in antiq- 
uity. Philosophy could be carried out only by means of a commu- 
nity of life and dialogue between masters and disciples, within the 
framework of a school. Several centuries later, Seneca still spoke of 
the philosophical importance of life in common: 


The living word and life in common will benefit you more than 
written discourse. It is to current reality that you must go, first be- 
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cause men believe their eyes more than their ears, and then because 
the path of precepts is long, but that of examples is short and infal- 
lible. Cleanthes [the Stoic] would not have imitated his master 
Zeno if he had been merely his auditor; but he was involved in his 
life, he penetrated his secret thoughts, and he was able to observe 
first hand whether Zeno lived in conformity with his own rule of 
life. Plato, Aristotle, and that whole crowd of sages which ended up 
going in opposite directions—all derived more profit from Socra- 
tes’ morals than from his words. It was not Epicurus’ school which 
made great men of Metrodorus, Hermarchus, and Polyaenus, but 
his companionship.? 


As we shall see further on, it is true that Plato was not the only 
person of his time to found a school devoted to philosophical edu- 
cation. Other disciples of Socrates, such as Antisthenes, Euclid of 
Megara, and Aristippus of Cyrene, did so in the same period, as 
did Isocrates. Plato’s Academy, however, was to have an important 
influence both in his day and in the following centuries, by the 
quality of its members as much as by the perfection of its organi- 
zation. Throughout the subsequent history of philosophy, we will 
encounter the memory and the imitation of this institution, as 
well as of the discussions and debates which took place there. Its 
name derives from the fact that school activities took place in 
meeting rooms located in a gymnasium called the Academy, on 
the outskirts of Athens. Plato had acquired a small property near 
this gymnasium, where the members of the school could meet and 
even live together.’ 


Socrates and Pythagoras 


The ancients used to say that Plato's originality consisted in his 
synthesis of Socrates, whom he had known at Athens, and 
Pythagoreanism, which he may have come to know during his first 
trip to Sicily. From Socrates, he got his dialectic method, his 
irony, and his interest in the problems of the conduct of life; from 
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Pythagoras, he inherited the idea of education by mathematics 
and the possible application of these sciences to the knowledge of 
nature, as well as the idea of a community of life among philoso- 
phers. It is indisputable that Plato knew some Pythagoreans; in- 
deed, he depicts them in his dialogues. Yet given the uncertainty of 
our knowledge of Old Pythagoreanism, we cannot define with ex- 
actitude the extent of the influence of Pythagoreanism on Plato’s 
development. One thing is certain, though: in the Republic, Plato 
praises Pythagoras, claiming that he was loved because he pro- 
posed to men and to future generations a “way” or rule of life, 
called “Pythagorean,” which distinguished those who practiced it 
from other men and which still existed in Plato’s time.’ Pythago- 
rean communities did in fact play an important political role in 
the cities of southern Italy and of Sicily. We are justified in think- 
ing that the foundation of the Academy was inspired both by the 
model of the Socratic form of life and by the model of the Pythag- 
orean way of life, even if we cannot define the latter's characteris- 
tics with certainty.'? 


Political Intentions 


Plato’s initial intentions were political. He believed in the possibil- 
ity of changing political life by means of the philosophical educa- 
tion of those men who were influential in the city. The autobio- 
graphical testimony Plato gives us in the Seventh Letter deserves 
our attention; it tells how, in his youth, he, like other young men, 
wanted to devote himself to the affairs of the city. But as a result of 
the death of Socrates and his examination of laws and customs, he 
discovered how difficult it was to administer the affairs of the city 
correctly. Ultimately, he realized that all the cities which existed in 
his time possessed a defective political regime. This is why, he says, 
“I was irresistibly drawn to praise true philosophy and to proclaim 
that by its light alone can one recognize where justice lies, both in 
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public and in private life.” Yet this is no simple matter of abstract 
talk; for Plato, the “philosopher’s task” consists in action. He tried 
to play a political role in Syracuse precisely so that he might not 
appear, in his own eyes, as a “big talker,” incapable of action.!! 
Many students of the Academy did in fact play a political role in 
many cities, as counselors to rulers, legislators, or opponents of 
tyranny.” The Sophists had claimed to train young people for po- 
litical life, but Plato wanted to accomplish this by providing them 
with a knowledge far superior to that which the Sophists could 
give them. On the one hand, this knowledge was to be founded 
upon a rigorous rational method; on the other, in accordance with 
the Socratic concept, it was to be inseparable from the love of 
the good and from the inner transformation of the person. 
Plato wanted to train not only skillful statesmen, but also human 
beings. 

In order to realize his political goal, Plato thus had to make an 
immense detour: he had to create an intellectual and spiritual 
community whose job it would be to train new human beings, 
however long this might take. In the course of this detour, more- 
over, his political goals risked being forgotten, and it is interesting 
in this regard to hear Plato say that the philosophers will have to 
be forced to be kings.? When Aristotle's disciple Dicearchus came 
to describe life in Plato's Academy, he emphasized the fact that its 
members lived as a community of free, equal people, insofar as 
their aspiration toward virtue equaled their desire to pursue 
shared research. Plato did not require tuition fees from his stu- 
dents, in line with his principle that equal things ought to be given 
to equal people. In accordance with Platonic principles, moreover, 
this was a geometric equality which gave to each person according 
to his merits and needs.? Plato, as we can see here, was convinced 
that human beings could live as human beings only within a per- 
fect city. While he waited for the latter to be realized, however, he 
wanted to make his disciples live in the conditions of an ideal city; 
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and if they could not govern a city, he wanted them at least to be 
able to govern their own selves in accordance with the norms of 
the ideal city." This is what most subsequent philosophical 
schools would attempt to do as well.” 

While they waited to take part in political activity, the members 
of the school devoted themselves to a disinterested life of study 
and of spiritual practices. Like the Sophists, therefore, but for dif- 
ferent reasons, Plato created an educational milieu which was rela- 
tively separate from the city. 

Socrates had a different concept of education. Unlike the Soph- 
ists, he considered that education should take place not in an 
artificial milieu, but by immersing one's self in the life of the city, 
as was done in ancient tradition. What characterized Socrates' 
pedagogy was the fact that it attributed capital importance to liv- 
ing contact between human beings; and here Plato agreed. We find 
this Socratic conception of education by living contact and by love 
in the works of Plato; but as John Patrick Lynch has pointed out, 
Plato institutionalized it, so to speak, in his school. Education 
took place within a community, group, or circle of friends in 
which an atmosphere of sublimated love prevailed. 


Training and Research in the Academy 


We know little about the way the Academy functioned as an insti- 
tution. We must not, as has been done too often, imagine the 
Academy—or, for that matter, the other Athenian philosophical 
schools—as religious associations (thiasoi) of the Muses. Their 
founding merely resulted from exercising the right of association 
which was in force in Athens. There seem to have been two catego- 
ries of members: the older members, who were researchers and 
teachers; and the younger ones, who were students. The latter 
group seems to have played a decisive role in the election of 
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Xenocrates as second successor to Plato; the story goes that 
Speusippus, the first successor, was chosen by Plato himself. 

In antiquity, it was considered significant that two women, 
named Axiothea and Lastheneia, had been pupils of Plato and 
Speusippus. It was said that Axiothea was not ashamed to wear the 
simple cloak of the philosophers.?? From this, we can assume that 
the members of the Academy, like other philosophers of the time, 
held fast to this outfit, which distinguished them from other peo- 
ple. Judging by later traditions concerning the school, we may in- 
fer that, in addition to discussions,. classes, and scientific work, 
group meals were sometimes part of the school’s curriculum.” 

We have mentioned the older members, who were Plato's asso- 
ciates in research and teaching. We know the names of some of 
them: Speusippus, Xenocrates, Eudoxus of Cnidos, Heraclides of 
Pontus, and Aristotle. Aristotle remained in the Academy for 
twenty years, first as a disciple and then as a teacher. Academy 
members were philosophers and scholars; in particular, they in- 
cluded astronomers and mathematicians of the very first rank, 
such as Eudoxus and Theaetetus. If the works of Speusippus, 
Xenocrates, and Eudoxus had been preserved, we would probably 
have an entirely different view of the Academy, and of the role that 
Plato played within it. 

Geometry and the other mathematical sciences were crucially 
important in training, but they represented only the first stage in 
the training of future philosophers. Within Plato's school, they 
were practiced in a totally disinterested way. Their utility was not 
considered;? instead, since they were intended to purify the mind 
from sensible representations, their aim was primarily ethical.? 
Geometry was the subject not only of elementary instruction, but 
also of advanced research; in fact, the Academy was the birthplace 
of mathematics. Its members were the first to develop mathemati- 
cal axiomatics, which formulated the presuppositions of reason- 
ing— principles, axioms, definitions, postulates—and placed the 
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theorems in order by deducing them from one another. Half a 
century later, all this work would result in the famous Elements by 
Euclid.” 

According to the Republic, would-be philosophers should not 
practice dialectics until they have acquired a certain maturity; 
once they reach this age, they should study it for five years, from 
age thirty to thirty-five.” We do not know if Plato applied this 
rule within his school, yet dialectical exercises necessarily had a 
place in the Academy’s curriculum. In Plato’s time, dialectics 
was a debating technique subject to precise rules. A “thesis” was 
proposed—an interrogative proposition such as: Can virtue be 
taught? One of the two interlocutors attacked the thesis; the other 
defended it. The former attacked by interrogating—that is, he 
asked the defender skillfully chosen questions with the aim of 
forcing him to admit the contradictory of the thesis he wanted to 
defend. The interrogator had no thesis, and this was why Socrates 
was in the habit of playing that role. As Aristotle says, “Socrates al- 
ways played the part of the interrogator and never that of the 
respondent, for he admitted he knew nothing”? Dialectics taught 
students not only how to attack—that is, how to lead interroga- 
tions judiciously—but also how to respond, by avoiding the inter- 
rogator’s traps. The discussion of a thesis was to constitute the 
principal form of teaching until the first century B.c.”’ 

Training in dialectics was absolutely necessary, insofar as Plato's 
disciples were destined to play a role in their city. In a civilization 
where political discourse was central young people had to be 
trained to have a perfect mastery of speech and reasoning. Yet, in 
Plato's eyes, such mastery was dangerous, for it risked making 
young people believe that any position could be either defended 
or attacked. That is why Platonic dialectics was not a purely logical 
exercise. Instead, it was a spiritual exercise which demanded that 
the interlocutors undergo an askesis, or self-transformation. It was 
not a matter of a combat between two individuals, in which the 
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more skillful person imposed his point of view, but a joint effort 
on the part of two interlocutors in accord with the rational de- 
mands of reasonable discourse, or the logos. Opposing his method 
to that of contemporary eristics, which practiced controversy for 
its own sake, Plato says: “When two friends, like you and me, are in 
the mood to chat, we have to go about it in a gentler and more dia- 
lectical way. By ‘more dialectical, I mean not only that we give real 
responses, but that we base our responses solely on what the inter- 
locutor admits that he himself knows.” 

A true dialogue is possible only if the interlocutors want to dia- 
logue. Thanks to this agreement between the interlocutors, which 
is renewed at each stage of the discussion, neither one of the inter- 
locutors imposes his truth upon the other. On the contrary, dia- 
logue teaches them to put themselves in each other’s place and 
thereby transcend their own point of view. By dint of a sincere ef- 
fort, the interlocutors discover by themselves, and within them- 
selves, a truth which is independent of them, insofar as they sub- 
mit to the superior authority of the logos. Here, as in all ancient 
philosophy, philosophy consists in the movement by which the in- 
dividual transcends himself toward something which lies beyond 
him. For Plato, this something was.the logos: discourse which im- 
plies the demands of rationality and universality. This logos, more- 
over, did not represent a kind of absolute knowledge; instead, it 
was equivalent to the agreement which is established between in- 
terlocutors who are brought to admit certain positions in com- 
mon, and by this agreement transcend their particular points of 
view.” 

The ethics of dialogue did not necessarily translate into a per- 
petual dialogue. We know, for instance, that some of Aristotle’s 
treatises—those which oppose the Platonic theory of ideas—are 
preparatory manuscripts for the oral lessons which Aristotle had 
given at the Academy. They are arranged as continuous discourse, 
in didactic form.” It does seem, however, as though the auditors, 
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in accordance with a custom which was continued throughout an- 
tiquity, could express their opinion after the exposition. There 
were certainly many other lectures by Speusippus or by Eudoxus, 
each expressing very different points of view. Thus, research was 
shared and ideas were exchanged, and this process, too, was a kind 
of dialogue. Plato, moreover, conceived of thought itself as a dia- 
logue: “Thought and discourse are the same thing, except that it is 
the soul’s silent, inner dialogue with itself which we. have called 
‘thought.”*! 


The Platonic Choice of Life 


This ethics of the dialogue explains the freedom of thought which, 
as we have seen, reigned in the Academy. Speusippus, Xenocrates, 
Eudoxus, and Aristotle professed theories which were by no 
means in accord with those of Plato, especially on the subject of 
Ideas. They even disagreed about the definition of the good, since 
we know that Eudoxus thought the supreme good was pleasure. 
Such intense controversies among the members of the school left 
traces not only within Plato’s dialogues and in Aristotle, but 
throughout Hellenistic philosophy,” if not throughout the entire 
history of philosophy. In any event, we may conclude that the 
Academy was a place for free discussion, and that within it there 
was neither scholastic orthodoxy nor dogmatism. 

If this is true, we may wonder what the school’s unity could be 
based upon. I think we can say that although Plato and the other 
teachers at the Academy disagreed on points of doctrine, they nev- 
ertheless all accepted, to various degrees, the choice of the way or 
form of life which Plato had proposed. It seems that this choice of 
life consisted, first, in adhering to the ethics of dialogue of which 
we have just spoken. This was a “form of life” (to use J. Mittel- 
strass’ expression)? which was practiced by the interlocutors; for 
insofar as, in the act of dialoguing, they posited themselves as sub- 
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jects but also transcended themselves, they experienced the logos 
which transcends them. Moreover, they also experienced that love 
of the good which is presupposed by every attempt at dialogue. 
From this perspective, the object of the discussion and its doc- 
trinal content are of secondary importance. What counts is the 
practice of dialogue, and the transformation which it brings. 
Sometimes, the function of dialogue can even be to run into 
aporia, and thus to reveal the limits of language—its occasional 
inability to communicate moral and existential experience. 

Ultimately, to use the expression of Luc Brisson, what mattered 
was “learning to live in a philosophical way,”** with a common will 
to carry out disinterested research and in deliberate opposition to 
sophistic mercantilism.?? This was already a choice of life. To live 
in a philosophical way meant, above all, to turn toward intellectual 
and spiritual life, carrying out a conversion which involved "the 
whole soul”*°—which is to say, the whole of moral life. For Plato, 
science and knowledge are never purely theoretical and abstract 
knowledge, which could be placed “ready-made” within the soul. 
When Socrates said that virtue is knowledge, he was not using 
“knowledge” to mean pure, abstract knowledge of the good. 
Rather, he meant knowledge which chooses and wants the good— 
in other words, an inner disposition in which thought, will, and 
desire are one. For Plato, too, if virtue is knowledge, then knowl- 
edge itself is virtue. 

We can thus assume that the members of the Academy shared a 
certain conception of knowledge. They saw it as the training of 
human beings, as the slow and difficult education of the character, 
as the harmonious development" of the entire human person, 
and finally as a way of life, intended to “ensure . . . a good life and 
thereby the ‘salvation’ of the soul.”** 

In Plato’s view, what was most essential was the choice of a 
philosophical way of life. This is confirmed by the story of Er in 
the Republic, which mythically presents this choice as having been 
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made in a previous life: “That is where all the risk lies for man, and 
it is for this reason that each individual must leave aside all other 
studies and devote all his care to research, and cultivate this alone. 
Perhaps he will beable to discover and recognize the man who will 
impart to him the ability and the knowledge to discern what the 
good life is, and what the bad life is, and to choose the good life al- 


ways and everywhere, as far as possible? 


Spiritual Exercises 


In his Seventh Letter, Plato declares that if we do not adopt this 
way of life, life is not worth living; and this is why we must decide 
right now to follow this ^wonderful path." This kind of life re- 
quires, moreover, a considerable effort, which must be renewed 
every day. It is with regard to this kind of life that those who 
"really do philosophy" are distinguished from those who "don't 
really do philosophy,” who have only a veneer of superficial opin- 
ions.“ Plato alludes to this kind of life when he evokes the figure 
of his disciple Dio of Syracuse.*! It consists in “setting more store 
by virtue than by pleasure,” in renouncing the pleasures of the 
senses, in observing a specific diet, and in “living every day in such 
a way as to become master of oneself as much as possible.” As Paul 
Rabbow has shown, it does seem that certain spiritual practices, 
which have left traces in many passages from the dialogues, were 
in use in the Academy.” 

In the final pages of the Timaeus, Plato affirms that we must ex- 
ercise the superior part of the soul—which is none other than the 
intellect—in such a way that it achieves harmony with the uni- 
verse and is assimilated to the deity. He does not give details on 
how to perform these exercises, but we can find interesting spe- 
cifications in other dialogues.‘ 

When Plato mentions the unconscious drives revealed to us by 
dreams—for instance those “terrible and savage” desires for mur- 
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der and rape that lie deep within us—one could speak in terms of 
“preparation for sleep."^* If we wish to avoid such dreams, we must 
prepare ourselves every evening by trying to awaken the rational 
part of the soul through inner discourses and research on elevated 
subjects. We should also devote ourselves to meditation, which 
will calm our desire and anger. Plato also advises us not to sleep 
too much: “As to sleep, people should sleep only as much as is use- 
ful for health; but the amount needed is not large, once it has be- 
come a habit."^ 

Another exercise consisted in knowing how to maintain one's 
calm in misfortune, without rebelling.“ Thus, we must tell our- 
selves that we do not know what is good and what is bad in such 
accidents; that it does no good to become upset; that no human 
matter is worth being considered very important; and that, as in 
a dice game, we must deal with things as they are, and act appro- 
priately.” 

The most famous practice is the exercise of death. Plato alludes 
to it in the Phaedo, whose theme is precisely the death of Socrates. 
Here, Socrates declares that a man who has spent his life in philos- 
ophy necessarily has the courage to die, since philosophy is noth- 
ing other than an exercise of death [melete thanatou].** It is an ex- 
ercise of death because death is the separation of the soul and the 
body, and the philosopher spends his time trying to detach his 
soul from his body. The body causes us no end of trouble, because 
of the passions which it engenders and the needs it imposes upon 
us. Thus, the philosopher must purify himself—that is, he must 
try to concentrate and collect his soul, and deliver it from the dis- 
persion and distraction which the body imposes upon it. Here we 
think of the passages in the Symposium that describe the long 
periods in which Socrates stood still and reflected upon himself, 
without moving or eating. This exercise was, indissolubly, an aske- 
sis of the body and of thought—a divestment of the passions in 
order to accede to the purity of the intelligence. In a certain sense, 
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dialogue is already an exercise of death; for as René Schaerer has 
said, “corporeal individuality ceases to exist the moment it is 
externalized in the logos"? This was one of the favorite themes in 
the thought of the late Brice Parain: “Language develops only 
upon the death of individuals.”°° From the perspective of the story 
of Socrates’ death in the Phaedo, we can thus see that the “I” which 
must die transcends itself and becomes an “I” which is henceforth 
a stranger to death, since it has identified itself with the logos and 
with thought. Socrates hints at this at the end of the dialogue: “My 
friends, I cannot convince Crito that I am Socrates, who is talking 
with you this very instant, and who is setting all his arguments in 
order. He thinks that I am that other whom he will soon see as a 
corpse.” 

Whereas, in the Phaedo, this exercise is presented as an exercise 
of death which frees the soul from the fear of death, in the Repub- 
licit appears as something like the soul’s flight on high, or a look 
down upon reality from above: “Small-mindedness is what is 
most opposed to a soul which must always stretch itself toward the 
entire totality of the divine and the human... . The soul to which 
elevation of thought and the contemplation of the totality of time 
and of being belong—do you think human life can seem to be 
something important to it? .. . Such a man will therefore not look 
on death as something terrible"? 

Here again, the exercise which consists in radically changing 
one's point of view, and in embracing the whole of reality within 
one universal vision, allows us to defeat the fear of death. Great- 
ness of soul reveals itself to be the fruit of the universality of 
thought. The philosopher described in the Theaetetus casts the 
same glance from above at the things down here below.? His 
thought directs its flight in every direction, to the stars above and 
to the earth below. This is why Plato humorously describes him as 
an alien, lost in a world which is human, all too human; like 
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Thales the sage, he runs the risk of falling down a well. Heis igno- 
rant of fights over magistracies, political debates, and parties with 
flute players. He does not know how to plead his case at court, or 
how to insult others, or how to flatter them. Even the most enor- 
mous estates seem insignificant to him, “since he is used to em- 
bracing the entire earth in his vision.” He mocks that nobility 
which is supposed to be proved by long genealogies. As Rabbow 
has noted, Plato is not making a distinction between the contem- 
plative and the active life, but establishing an opposition between 
two modes of life. There is the philosophical life, which consists in 
“becoming just and holy with intelligence,” and is thus simulta- 
neously knowledge and virtue; and there is the way of life of 
nonphilosophers, who are at ease within the perverted city only 
because they content themselves with false appearances of skillful- 
ness and wisdom, which lead merely to brute force.” What this 
means is that although philosophers may seem ridiculous outsid- 
ers within the city, this is true solely in the eyes of the common 
people, who have been corrupted by the city and recognize only 
trickery, cleverness, and brutality as values. 

To some extent, the ethics of the dialogue, which for Plato is the 
spiritual exercise par excellence, is linked to another fundamental 
process: the sublimation of love. According to the myth of the 
preexistence of souls, the soul, before it came down into the body, 
saw the Forms, or transcendent Norms. Once fallen into the sensi- 
ble world, it forgot them, and now cannot evenrecognizethem in- 
tuitively in their images within the sensible world. Only the Form 
of beauty still has the privilege of appearing, in those images of it- 
self constituted by beautiful bodies. The amorous emotion which 
the soul feels before some beautiful bodies is provoked by the un- 
conscious recollection of the soul's vision of transcendent beauty 
during its previous existence.” When the soul feels even the hum- 
blest earthly love, it is this transcendent beauty which attracts it. 
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Here we find once again that condition of the philosopher dis- 
cussed in the Symposium: a strange, contradictory condition of 
inner lack of balance, for the lover is torn between his desire for 
carnal union with the object of his love and his yearning for the 
transcendent beauty which attracts him through the beloved ob- 
ject. The philosopher will therefore attempt to sublimate his love, 
by trying to improve the object of his love.” As is said in the Sym- 
posium, his love will give him spiritual fruitfulness, which will 
manifest itself in the practice of philosophical discourse? Here we 
can discern the presence in Plato of an element which is not 
reducible to discursive rationality. It is the heritage of Socratism, 
or the educative power of loving presence. “We learn only from 
people we love # 

According to Diotima in the Symposium, the experience of love, 
under the effect of the unconscious attraction of the Form of 
beauty, rises from the beauty within bodies to that which is in 
souls.? It then proceeds to the beauty within actions and the sci- 
ences, until it achieves the sudden vision of a wonderful, eternal 
beauty. This vision is analogous to that enjoyed by people initiated 
into the mysteries of Eleusis; it transcends all enunciation and 
discursivity, but engenders virtue within the soul. Philosophy then 
becomes the lived experience of a presence. From the experience 
of the presence of a beloved being, we rise to the experience of a 
transcendent presence. 

We said above that for Plato, knowledge is never purely theoret- 
ical. It is the transformation of our being; it is virtue. And now we 
can say that it is also affectivity. Whitehead’s saying could be ap- 
plied to Plato: “Concepts are always dressed in emotions.” Sci- 
ence—even geometry—is knowledge which engages the entire 
soul and is always linked to Eros, desire, yearning, and choice. 
“The idea of pure knowledge, or of pure understanding,” said 
Whitehead, “was completely foreign to Plato’s thought. The age of 


the Professors had not yet come”! 
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PLATO'S PHILOSOPHICAL DISCOURSE 


Up to now, we have spoken solely of oral dialogue as it must have 
been practiced within the Academy. We can only imagine what 
this dialogue must have been like, by means of the examples we 
find in Plato's written work; and in order to simplify things, we 
have often quoted them using the phrase “as Plato says.” Yet this 
expression is quite inexact, for Plato, in his written works, never 
says anything in his own voice. Whereas Xenophanes, Parmenides, 
Empedocles, the Sophists, and Xenophon had not hesitated to 
write in the first person, Plato makes fictional characters speak 
within fictional situations. Only in the Seventh Letter does he al- 
lude to his philosophy, and when he does he describes it more as a 
way of life. Above all, he declares that with regard to the object of 
his concerns, he has not published any written work, nor will he 
ever do so, for the knowledge in question cannot under any cir- 
cumstances be formulated like other bodies of knowledge. In- 
stead, it springs forth within the soul, when one has long been fa- 
miliar with the activity in which it consists and has devoted one's 
life to it.9? 

We might wonder why Plato wrote dialogues, for, in his view, 
spoken philosophical discourse is far superior to that which is 
written. In oral discourse, there is the concrete presence of a living 
being. There is genuine dialogue, which links two souls together, 
and an exchange in which, as Plato says, discourse can respond to 
the questions asked of it and defend itself. Thus, dialogue is per- 
sonalized: it is addressed to a specific person, and corresponds to 
his needs and possibilities. Just as, in agriculture, it takes time for a 
seed to germinate and develop, many conversations are necessary 
for knowledge to be born in the soul —knowledge which, as we 
have seen, will be identical to virtue. Dialogue does not transmit 
ready-made knowledge or information; rather, the interlocutor 
conquers his knowledge by his own effort. He discovers it by him- 
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self, and thinks for himself. Written discourse, by contrast, cannot 
respond to questions. It is impersonal, and claims immediately to 
give a knowledge which is ready-made, but lacks the ethical di- 
mension represented by voluntary assent. There is no real knowl- 
edge outside the living dialogue. 

If, in spite of these considerations, Plato still wrote dialogues, it 
was perhaps because he wanted above all to address not only the 
members of his school, but also absent people and strangers; for, 
as he said, “Written discourse goes rolling around in every direc- 
tion.”® His dialogues can be considered as works of propaganda, 
decked out with all the prestige of literary art but intended to con- 
vert people to philosophy. Plato used to read them in the course of 
those sessions of public reading which, in antiquity, were the way 
to make oneself known. Yet the dialogues also spread far from 
Athens. Thus Axiothea, a woman from Phlius, read one of the 
books of the Republic and came to Athens to become Plato's stu- 
dent; ancient historians claimed she was long able to hide the 
fact that she was a woman. In a life of Plato which dates from the 
second half of the fourth century B.c., we find the following re- 
mark: “By composing his dialogues, he exhorted a mass of people 
to do philosophy; but he also gave many the opportunity to do 
philosophy in a superficial way"? In order to convert people to 
this way of life called philosophy, however, some indication had 
to be given of what philosophy is. For this purpose Plato chose 
the dialogue form, primarily for two reasons. First, the literary 
genre of the Socratic dialogue, which presented Socrates himself 
as the primary interlocutor, was very fashionable at the time; 
and it was precisely the Socratic dialogue which allowed the ethi- 
cal value of dialogue, as practiced in Plato's school, to be empha- 
sized. It is reasonable to suppose that some of the dialogues 
convey an echo of what discussions within the Academy must 
have been like—though the character of Socrates, which is very 
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vivid in the first dialogues, tends to become more and more 
abstract in the later dialogues, until it finally vanishes in the 
Laws. 

It must be admitted that this ironic, often ludic presence of Soc- 
rates makes reading the dialogues rather disconcerting for the 
modern reader, who reads them looking for Plato's theoretical 
"system." Compounding this difficulty are the numerous doc- 
trinal inconsistencies which become evident when the reader 
. moves from one dialogue to another.” In the last analysis, all his- 
torians are obliged to admit—for different reasons—that the dia- 
logues are an imperfect representation of what Plato's doctrine 
may have been; they “fall short of the Platonic philosophy” and 
"transmit to us only a particularly limited and impoverished im- 
age of Plato's activity within the Academy. 

Victor Goldschmidt cannot be suspected of wanting to mini- 
mize the systematic aspect of Plato's doctrines; yet he proposed 
the best explanation of the aforementioned facts by saying that the 
dialogues were written not to "inform" people but to "form" 
them.” Such was the deepest intention of Plato's philosophy. He 
did not aim to construct a theoretical system of reality, and then 
"inform" his readers of it by writing a series of dialogues which 
methodically set forth this system. Instead, his work consisted in 
"forming" people—that is to say, in transforming individuals by 
making them experience, through the example of a dialogue 
which the reader has the illusion of overhearing, the demands of 
reason, and eventually the norm of the good. 

From this perspective of formation, the role of the written dia- 
logue consists primarily of learning how to practice the methods 
of reason, both dialectical and geometric, which will enable the 
student to master the arts of measure and definition in every do- 
main. This is what Plato hints with regard to the long discussion 
which he introduces in the Statesman: 
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“In classes where people learn to read, when the student is asked 
which letters go to make up such-and-such a word, do we say that 
he undertakes this investigation only so that he can be brought to 
resolve one problem, or in order to make him more apt at solving 
all possible grammatical questions?” 

“All questions, obviously.” 

“What then shall we say about our investigation on the subject of 
the ‘statesman’? Has it been undertaken out of interest solely in this 
topic, or rather so that we may become better dialecticians on all 
possible subjects?” 

“Here again, obviously, it is so that we may become better dialec- 
ticians on all possible subjects.” 

“To find the solution to the problem proposed in the easiest and 
quickest way possible ought to be only a secondary preoccupation 
and not a primary goal, if we are to believe reason, which orders us 
to accord our esteem and the first rank to the method itself?! 


This is not to say that the dialogues may not also have had some 
doctrinal content, since they usually pose a precise problem and 
propose, or try to propose, a solution to it.” Each one forms a co- 
herent whole, but they do not necessarily cohere with one another. 
What is remarkable is that several dialogues—the Parmenides and 
the Sophist, for instance—deal with the conditions on which dia- 
logue itself is founded. They try to render explicit all the presup- 
positions implied by the ethics of the true dialogue—that is to say, 
within the Platonic choice of way of life. In order for the interlocu- 
tors to get along— better yet, in order for them to get along while 
choosing the good—the existence of "normative values" must be 
supposed. Independent of circumstances, conventions, and indi- 
viduals, these values underlie the rectitude and rationality of dis- 
course: "Imagine that one refuses to determine for each object of 
discussion a definite Form or Idea. Then one will not know where 
to turn one's thought, since one will not have wanted the Idea of 
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each being to be always the same. Then the possibility even of dis- 
cussion will be annihilated."? 

The affirmation of the Forms is thus inherent to every dialogue 
worthy of the name. At this point, however, there arises the prob- 
lem of how they are known—it cannot be through the senses— 
and of how they exist, for they cannot be sensible objects. Plato 
was thus brought to propose his theory of intelligible, or non- 
sensible, forms; and he was consequently dragged into the prob- 
lems posed by their existence and their relations with sensible 
things. Plato's philosophical discourse was based on a willing 
choice to engage in dialogue, and therefore on the concrete, lived 
experience of spoken, living dialogue. It bears essentially upon the 
existence of immutable objects, or nonsensible Forms, which 
guarantee the rectitude of discourse and action; but also upon the 
existence within human beings of a soul, which, more than the 
body, ensures the individual's identity.” As we see from most of 
the dialogues, moreover, these Forms are first and foremost moral 
values, which serve as the foundation for our judgments on things 
concerning human life. Above all, what is important is to try to 
determine, thanks to a study of the measure proper to each 
thing, the triad of values within the life of the city and the indi- 
vidual. This triad appears throughout the dialogues: that which is 
beautiful, that which is just, and that which is good.” Like So- 
cratic knowledge, Platonic knowledge is, above all, a knowledge of 
values. 

René Schaerer wrote that "the Essence of Platonism is and re- 
mains supradiscursive."7 What he meant was that the Platonic di- 
alogue does not say everything. It does not say what the Norms 
are, or the Forms, or Reason, or the Good, or Beauty; for all these 
things are inexpressible in language and inaccessible to any 
definition. One experiences them, or shows them in dialogue and 
in desire; but nothing can be said about them. 
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This Socratic-Platonic model of philosophy has played a role of 
capital importance. Throughout the history of ancient philoso- 
phy, we will encounter the two poles of philosophical activity 
which we have just distinguished: one the one hand, the choice 
and practice of a way of life; on the other, a philosophical dis- 
course which is at the same time an integral part of this way of life, 
and renders explicit the theoretical presuppositions implicated in 
this way of life. In the last analysis, however, this philosophical dis- 
course seems incapable of expressing that which is essential. For 
Plato, this meant the Forms and the Good, which we experience in 
a nondiscursive way, in desire and in dialogue. 


CHAPTER S 1 X 


Aristotle and His School 


THE “THEORETICAL” FORM OF LIFE 


The usual idea of Aristotle’s philosophy seems a complete contra- 
diction of the fundamental thesis we wish to defend—namely, 
that the ancients conceived of philosophy as a way of life. Cer- 
tainly, Aristotle strongly asserts that the highest knowledge is 
knowledge which is chosen for itself and which therefore seems to 
bear no relation to the knower’s way of life.’ 

Yet this affirmation must be placed within the general frame- 
work of Aristotle’s idea of ways of life, as revealed in the goals he 
assigned to the school he founded. We have seen that Aristotle had 
been a member of Plato’s Academy for twenty years, which means 
he had been a long-time participant in the Platonic way of life. 
When, in 355 B.c., he founded his own philosophical school in an 
Athenian gymnasium called the Lyceum, he was probably influ- 
enced by the model of the Academy, even if the goals he proposed 
for his school were different from those of Plato’s school. 

At the origins of Aristotle’s school, as at the origins of the Acad- 
emy, we can discern the same will to create a lasting institution.’ 
Aristotle’s successor was chosen by election, and we also know that 
one of the members of the school was responsible for the material 
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administration of the institution, which implies some form of 
life in common.’ As in the Academy, there were two kinds of 
members: the older ones, who took part in the teaching, and the 
younger ones. Also as in the Academy, there was a certain equality 
between such older members as Aristotle, Theophrastus, Aris- 
toxenus, and Dicearchus. Admission to the school was likewise en- 
tirely free. 

Yet there was a profound difference between the project aimed 
at by Aristotle’s school and the Platonic project. Plato’s school had 
an essentially political aim, even though it was the site of intense 
activity in mathematical research and philosophical discussion. 
Plato believed it was enough to be a philosopher in order to lead 
the city; in his eyes, there was a unity between philosophy and pol- 
itics. But Aristotle’s school, as Richard Bodéiis has shown, trained 
people only for the philosophical life. Practical and political 
teaching was addressed to a wider public, made up of politicians, 
who, although outside the school, sought instruction on the best 
way to organize the city. Aristotle distinguishes between the hap- 
piness man can find in political life, in active life (this is the happi- 
ness that can be procured by practicing virtue in the city), and 
philosophical happiness, which corresponds to theoria—a kind of 
life devoted entirely to the activity of the mind.” Political and 
practical happiness, in Aristotle's view, is happiness only in a sec- 
ondary way. Philosophical happiness is found in “life according 
to the mind," which is situated in man's highest excellence and vir- 
tue.’ This virtue corresponds to the mind, the highest part of man, 
and is free of the inconveniences brought by the active life. It is not 
subject to the intermittent nature of action, and does not produce 
fatigue. It brings marvelous pleasures, which are unmixed with 
pain or impurity and are stable and solid. These pleasures, more- 
over, are greater for those who reach reality and truth than for 
those who are still searching for them. It ensures independence 
from others, says Aristotle, insofar as we are otherwise assured of 
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independence with regard to material things. A person who de- 
votes himself to the activity of the mind depends only on himself. 
Perhaps his intellectual activity will be of higher quality if he has 
collaborators; but the more a sage he is, the more he will be able to 
be alone. Life in accordance with the mind does not seek any result 
other than itself, and is therefore loved for itself. It is its own goal 
and its own reward. 

The life of the mind also eliminates worry. By practicing the 
moral virtues, we find ourselves involved in a struggle against the 
passions and also mired in material cares. In order to act within 
the city, we must become involved in political struggles; in order 
to help others, we must have money; in order to practice courage, 
we must go to war. The philosophical life, by contrast, can be lived 
only in leisure and in detachment from material worries. 

This form of life represents the highest form of human happi- 
ness. Yet it can also be said that such happiness is superhuman: 
“Then, man no longer lives qua man, but insofar as there is some- 
thing divine about him.”* This paradox corresponds to Aristotle's 
paradoxical and enigmatic view of the mind and the intellect: the 
intellect is what is most essential in man, yet at the same time it is 
something divine which enters into him; what transcends man 
constitutes his true personality. It is as if man's true essence con- 
sisted in being above himself: “The mind is our self, insofar as it 
represents that which decides and which is best” As in Plato, 
then, philosophical choice leads the individual self to go beyond 
its limits to a superior self, and to raise itself up to a universal, 
transcendent point of view. 

In a sense, this paradox, which is inherent in the life of the mind 
according to Aristotle, corresponds to the paradox inherent in the 
notion of wisdom as opposed to philosophy, in Plato's Sympo- 
sium. There, wisdom was described as a divine state, inaccessible 
to man, yet a state that the philo-sopher (“he who loves wisdom") 
desires. To be sure, Aristotle does not claim that the life of the 
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mind is inaccessible and that we must be content to make progress 
toward it; but he does admit that we can attain it only “insofar as is 
possible.”!° This means that we must take into consideration the 
distance which separates man from the deity (as well as, we might 
add, the philosopher from the sage); and Aristotle also admits that 
we can attain it only in infrequent moments. When Aristotle 
wants to make us understand the mode of life of Thought—the 
first principle upon which the world of the stars and sublunary 
nature depend—he declares: “Its way of life is comparable to 
what, for us, is the best way of life, which we can live only for short 
periods of time. For it always remains in this state, whereas for us 
this is impossible"! For the deity, the act of contemplation is sov- 
ereign beatitude: "If, then, the deity is perpetually in a state of joy 
comparable to that in which we sometimes find ourselves, that is 
admirable. If, however, he is in a state of still greater joy, then that 
is still more marvelous." Thus, the summit of philosophical happi- 
ness and of the activity of the mind—that is, the contemplation of 
the divine Intellect—is accessible to man only in rare moments, 
for the proprium of the human condition is that it cannot be con- 
tinuously in actuality.” This implies that for the rest of the time, 
the philosopher must be content with the inferior grade of happi- 
ness which consists in searching. Thereare different degrees of the 
activity designated by the word theoria. 

It appears, then, that for Aristotle philosophy consists in a "the- 
oretical" way of life. We must not, however, confuse the term "the- 
oretical” with "theoretic."? “Theoretic” is a word of Greek origin 
but does not appear in Aristotle. In a nonphilosophical context, it 
meant “referring to processions.” In modern parlance, “the theo- 
retic” is opposed to “the practical” the way the abstract and specu- 
lative is opposed to the concrete. From this perspective, then, we 
may oppose a purely theoretic philosophical discourse to a practi- 
cal, lived philosophical life. Aristotle himself, however, uses only 
the word “theoretical” [thedrétikos], and he uses it to designate, on 
the one hand, the mode of knowledge whose goal is knowledge for 
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knowledge's sake, and not some goal outside itself; and on the 
other, the way of life which consists in devoting one's life to this 
mode of knowledge. In this latter meaning, "theoretical" is not op- 
posed to “practical.” In other words, "theoretical" can be applied 
to a philosophy which is practiced, lived, and active, and which 
brings happiness. Aristotle says as much explicitly: “Practical life is 
not necessarily directed toward other people, as some think; and it 
is not the case that practical thoughts are only those which result 
from action for the sake of what ensues. On the contrary, much 
more practical are those mental activities [thedriai] and reflec- 
tions which have their goal in themselves and take place for their 
own sake.”™ In the lines following this passage, Aristotle hints that 
the model for this contemplative action is the deity and the uni- 
verse, which exert no action directed toward the outside but take 
themselves as the object of their action. Here again, it appears that 
the model of a knowledge which does not seek any goal other than 
itself is the divine Intellect—or Thought which thinks, which has 
no object or goal other than itself, which and has no interest in 
anything else. 

From this perspective, "theoretical" philosophy is at the same 
time ethics. Just as virtuous praxis consists in choosing no other 
goal than virtue and in wanting to be a good person without seek- 
ing any particular interest, so theoretical praxis (it is Aristotle 
himself who inspires us to hazard this apparently paradoxical 
phrase) consists in choosing no goal other than knowledge. It 
means wanting knowledge for its own sake, without pursuing any 
other particular, egoistic interest which would be alien to knowl- 
edge. This is an ethics of disinterestedness and of objectivity. 


THE DIFFERENT LEVELS OF THE "THEORETICAL" LIFE 


How should we conceive of this life according to the mind? Should 
we follow Ingemar Düring, and define it as the life of a scholar??? If 
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we consider the activities which were honored in Aristotle’s 
school, it is evident that philosophical life there had the features of 
what we could call a great scientific undertaking. From this per- 
spective, Aristotle reveals himself as a superb research administra- 
tor. His school engaged in an immense hunt for information in 
every area. His students and colleagues gathered all kinds of data, 
from historical (for instance, the list of the winners at the Pythian 
games) to sociological (the constitutions of the different cities), 
psychological, and philosophical (the opinions of ancient think- 
ers). Innumerable zoological and botanical observations were also 
collected. This tradition was to remain in force throughout the 
lifespan of the Aristotelian school. The material gathered was not, 
however, intended to satisfy vain curiosity. The Aristotelian re- 
searcher was no simple collector of facts." Rather, facts were 
amassed to make possible comparisons and analogies, to establish 
a classification of phenomena, and to enable an investigation into 
their causes. All this was accomplished with close collaboration 
between observation and reasoning—an alliance in which, says 
Aristotle, one must have more trust in observation of facts than in 
reasoning; the latter is to be trusted only insofar as it accords with 
the observed facts.'? 

It is thus indisputable that for Aristotle the life of the mind con- 
sists, to a large degree, in observing, doing research, and reflecting 
on one's observations. Yet this activity is carried out in a certain 
spirit, which we might go so far as to describe as an almost reli- 
gious passion for reality in all its aspects, be they humble or sub- 
lime, for we find traces of the divine in all things. Nothing could 
be more instructive in this regard than the first pages of Aristotle's 
treatise On the Parts of Animals, in which he presents both the do- 
mains and the motivations of research. After distinguishing, 
within the realm of natural things, between those which, un- 
engendered and incorruptible, exist for all eternity and those 
which are subject to generation and destruction, Aristotle points 
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out the contrast in the means we have to know them. So faras the 
eternal substances are concerned—that is, the stars and the celes- 
tial spheres—our knowledge is very scanty, despite the great desire 
we have to know them. But in the case of perishable substances, 
which are within our reach, we have a great deal of information. 
Aristotle invites us to devote ourselves to the study of these two 
domains of reality because knowledge of them is a source of plea- 
sure: 


The two studies each have their charm. Knowledge of the eternal 
beings, although we touch them only slightly, is nevertheless, be- 
cause of its excellence, sweeter than the knowledge of things within 
our grasp, just as the partial, fleeting glance of people we love is 
sweeter than the precise observation of many other things, however 
great they may be. Yet insofar as the certainty and extent of knowl- 
edge is concerned, it is the knowledge of earthly things that has the 
advantage.!° 


Some people, Aristotle continues, will perhaps say that in order 
to studyliving nature, we must concern ourselves with contempt- 
ible things. Aristotle responds to this objection by evoking the 
pleasures of contemplation: 


In truth, some of these beings do not present a pleasant appear- 
ance; yet Nature, which has created them, affords incredible plea- 
sure to those who, when they contemplate them, are able to know 
their causes and are of a philosophical nature. Besides, it would be 
unreasonable and absurd if we derived pleasure from contemplat- 
ing images of these beings because we also saw them as embodi- 
ments of art (for example, that of the sculptor or the painter) but 
did not, when we considered them as creations of nature, feel a still 
greater joy from this contemplation, at least if we observed their 
causes. We must therefore not let ourselves succumb to childish re- 
pugnance for the investigation of the less noble animals, for there is 
something wonderful in all the works of Nature. We must recall the 
words they say were spoken by Heraclitus to some foreign visitors 
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who, on the point of entering, stopped when they saw him warm- 
ing himself in front of his stove: he urged them to enter without 
fear, saying that there were gods there as well. Likewise, we must ap- 
proach the inquiry concerning each animal with the belief that 
there is something natural and beautiful in each one.”° 


In this text, we glimpse the deep-seated tendencies which ani- 
mate the life of the mind and the theoretical way of life. If we feel 
joy in knowing the stars as well as the beings of sublunary nature, 
it is because we find in them, directly or indirectly, a trace of that 
reality which attracts us irresistibly. That reality is the first princi- 
ple, which, as Aristotle says, moves all things as the beloved moves 
the lover.” This is why the stars and the celestial spheres, which are 
themselves principles of attraction, give us so much pleasure when 
we observe them, like the vague and fleeting vision of a beloved 
person. As for the study of nature, it gives us pleasure insofar as we 
discover divine art in it. Artists merely imitate the art of nature, 
and human art, ina sense, is merely a particular case of the funda- 
mental, original art of nature. This is why natural beauty is supe- 
rior to all artistic beauty. Yet there are repulsive things, it may be 
objected. Perhaps; but do they not become beautiful to us when 
imitated by our art? If we derive pleasure from seeing artistic rep- 
resentations of ugly and repulsive things, it is because we admire 
the art with which the artist has imitated them. We may note in 
passing that it was precisely in the Hellenistic period, which began 
in Aristotle’s time, that Greek art became realistic, representing 
commonplace subjects, people from the lower classes, and all 
kinds of animals.” If, however, we derive pleasure from observing 
the artist’s skillfulness in these works of art, why should we not ad- 
mire Nature’s skillfulness in creating her works, especially since 
she makes beings grow from within, and practices, as it were, an 
immanent art? If we seek Nature’s intention and the finality she 
pursues in her action, we will find pleasure in studying all of her 
works. 
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According to Aristotle, we sense a divine presence in the natural 
world; this is the meaning of the his anecdote about Heraclitus. 
Strangers who have come to visit the philosopher wait to be 
greeted in the main room, which contains the dwelling’s hearth 
where the fire in honor of Hestia burns. Yet Heraclitus invites 
them to come as far as the kitchen stove, for all fire is divine.? This 
means that the sacred is no longer restricted to certain places such 
as the altar of Hestia: all physical reality and the entire universe are 
sacred. There is something marvelous and divine about even the 
most humble beings. 

In the philosophy of Plato, as we have seen, knowledge is always 
linked to desire and to affectivity; and we could say the same thing 
about Aristotle. The pleasure we feel when contemplating beings 
is the same pleasure we feel when contemplating people we love. 
For the philosopher, each being is beautiful because he knows how 
to situate it within the perspective of Nature’s plan and of the gen- 
eral, hierarchical movement of the entire universe toward that 
principle which is supremely desirable. This intimate link between 
knowledge and affectivity is expressed in the following phrase 
from the Metaphysics: “The supreme desirable is one with the su- 
preme intelligible.”** Once again, the theoretical way of life reveals 
its ethical dimension. If the philosopher derives pleasure from the 
knowledge of beings, it is because, in the last analysis, he desires 
nothing other than what leads him to what is supremely desirable. 
This idea could be expressed by means of a remark by Kant: “To 
take an immediate interest in the beauties of nature . . . is always 
the sign of a good soul"? The reason, says Kant, is that the good- 
souled person derives pleasure not only from the form of a natural 
being, but also from its existence, “without the intervention of 
sensual attraction or an end he himself attaches to it.” The plea- 
sure we derive from the beauties of nature is, paradoxically, some- 
how a disinterested interest. From an Aristotelian perspective, this 
disinterestedness corresponds to the detachment from the self that 
enables the individual to raise himself up to the level of the mind 
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and the intellect, which is his true self, and become aware of the 
attraction exerted on him by the supreme principle—both su- 
preme desirable and supreme intelligible. 

Can the “theoretical” life really and definitively be characterized 
as a scholar’s life? I think that the notion of “scholar” in its mod- 
ern sense is too limited to comprise such diverse activities as mak- 
ing up a list of the winners at the Pythian games, reflecting on 
being qua being, observing animals, and demonstrating the exist- 
ence of a first principle in the movement of the universe. It would 
be difficult to say that the activities of a “scholar” include the ac- 
tivity of the mind which, according to Aristotle, is analogous, in 
certain privileged moments, to the activity of that first principle 
which is the Thought of Thought. We saw above how Aristotle 
tries to make us understand the beatitude of divine thought by 
comparing it with what the human intellect experiences in rare 
moments. It certainly seems that the beatitude of the human intel- 
lect attains its highest point when, at certain moments of indivisi- 
ble intuition, it thinks the indivisibility of divine beatitude.” 
Nothing is farther from theory than the theoretical, or contem- 
plation. 

Rather than referring to the life of a scholar, then, we should 
speak of “life exercising itself for wisdom,” or the “philo-sophical” 
life, since for Aristotle wisdom represents the perfection of 
theoria. For him, the human intellect is far from possessing this 
perfection, and approaches it only at certain moments. Theoreti- 
cal life contains numerous hierarchical levels, from the humblest 
to the highest. As we have seen, Aristotle himself, when he speaks 
of the happiness of theoria, says that the happiness of one who 
searches is inferior to the happiness of one who knows. Aristotle's 
praise of life of the mind is simultaneously the description of a 
way of life actually practiced by Aristotle and the members of his 
school, and an ideal program or project: that is, an invitation to 
rise up by degrees toward wisdom—a state which is more divine 
than human, for “only God can enjoy this privilege"? 
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THE LIMITS OF PHILOSOPHICAL DISCOURSE 


Aristotle’s works are the fruit of the philosophical activity of the 
philosopher and his school. Yet Aristotelian philosophical dis- 
course unnerves modern readers, not only by its sometimes frus- 
trating concision, but especially by the uncertainty of his thought 
on points concerning his most important doctrines—for instance, 
his theory of the intellect. We do not find an exhaustive, coherent 
exposition of the theories constituting the different parts of Aris- 
totle's system.”8 

In order to explain this phenomenon, we must first resituate his 
teaching within the framework of the school from which it was in- 
separable. Like Socrates and Plato, Aristotle wanted above all to 
train disciples. His oral teaching and his written work were always 
addressed to a specific audience. Most of his treatises, with the 
possible exception of those on ethics and politics, which were 
probably intended for a wider public, are the echo of oral classes 
Aristotle gave in his school. Many of these works, moreover, like 
the Metaphysics and De Caelo, do not form true unities but are the 
artificial union of writings which correspond to classes given at 
very different moments. It was Aristotle’s successors, and espe- 
cially his commentators,? who carried out this grouping and in- 
terpreted his work as if it were the theoretical exposition of a sys- 
tem aimed at explaining the whole of reality. 

When Aristotle taught a course, it was not, as Bodéüs has 
pointed out, “a ‘course’ in the modern sense of the term, with stu- 
dents intent on writing down the master’s thoughts, in view of 
God-knows-what kind of subsequent study.”* The goal was not to 
"inform," or to transplant specific theoretical contents into the au- 
ditors' minds; rather, it was to "form" them. The goal was also to 
carry out collaborative research, for that was the meaning of the 
theoretical life. Aristotle expected discussion, reaction, judgment, 
and criticism from his listeners; teaching was still, fundamentally, 
a dialogue." Aristotle's texts, as they have come down to us, are 
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preparatory lecture notes supplemented with corrections and 
modifications that derive either from Aristotle himself, or else 
from his discussions with other members of the school. First and 
foremost, these lectures were intended to familiarize the disciples 
with methods of thought. For Plato, the exercise of dialogue was 
more important than the results obtained from the exercise. Simi- 
larly, for Aristotle the discussion of problems was ultimately more 
formative than their solution. In his lectures, Aristotle shows in an 
exemplary way the movement of thought and the method by 
which the causes of phenomena in all areas of reality should be 
sought. He liked to approach the same problem from different an- 
gles, starting from different points of departure. 

No one was more conscious than Aristotle of the limits of 
philosophical discourse as an instrument of knowledge.” First of 
all, its limits come from reality itself. Everything simple is inex- 
pressible in language. Language’s discursivity can express only 
what is composite and what is divisible successively into parts. It 
cannot say anything about such indivisible things as the point in 
the domain of quantity; at most, it can say something negative, by 
denying the contrary. In the case of simple substances like the first 
Intellect—the principle of movement for all things—discourse 
cannot express its essence but merely describe its effects, or else 
proceed by comparison with our own intellect. It is only in rare 
moments that the human intellect can rise to the nondiscursive, 
instantaneous intuition of this reality, insofar as it can imitate the 
divine Intellect in some way.? 

The limits of discourse also stem from its inability to transmit 
knowledge to the auditor all by itself. This is even more true of 
persuasion: discourse cannot act on the auditor without the lat- 
ter’s collaboration. 

On the theoretical plane, it is not enough just to hear a dis- 
course, or even to repeat it, in order to know or to have access to 
truth and reality. To understand discourse, the auditor must first 
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have had some experience with what the discourse is about, and 
some degree of familiarity with its object.** Slow assimilation is 
then required, capable of creating within the soul a permanent 
disposition, or habitus: “Those who have begun to learn link 
words together but do not yet know their meaning; for the words 
must be integral parts of our nature [word for word: they must 
grow with us]. But this takes time." Just as it had been for Plato,* 
so for Aristotle true knowledge is born only from long familiarity 
with concepts and methods, and also with observed facts. We 
must have lengthy experience with things in order to know them, 
and to familiarize ourselves with the general laws of nature, as well 
as with the processes and rational necessities of the intellect. With- 
out this personal effort, the auditor cannot assimilate discourse; it 
will remain useless to him. 

This is even more the case in the area of practice, where it is a 
matter not of knowing things but of practicing and exercising vir- 
tue. Philosophical discourse is not enough to make a person virtu- 
ous." There are two categories of auditors: the first are already 
predisposed to virtue or have received a good education. For such 
people, moral discourse can be useful, for it could help them 
transform their natural virtues—those acquired by habit—into 
conscious virtues, accompanied by prudence. In such cases, we 
might say, the lecturer is preaching to the converted. The second 
category consists of people who are slaves to their passions, and in 
this case moral discourse will have no effect: "He who is inclined 
to obey his passions will listen in vain and without profit, since the 
goal is not knowledge but practice"? Auditors of this type will 
therefore need something other than discourse to form them to 
virtue: “The auditor's soul must be worked on for a long time, in 
order that it make good use of attractions and repulsions, just as 
we turn over the earth which will nourish the seeds.”*° 

Aristotle believed it was up to the city to undertake this educa- 
tive work, by coercion and by the constraint of its laws. The politi- 
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cian and the legislator were thus responsible for assuring their citi- 
zens’ virtue—and thereby their happiness—by organizing a city 
where the citizens really could be educated so as to become virtu- 
ous. They had also to ensure that people within the city had the 
chance to enjoy the leisure which would permit philosophers to 
accede to the theoretical life. This is why it does not occur to Aris- 
totle to found an individual ethics with no relation to the city.“ 
Instead, in the Nicomachean Ethics, he addresses politicians and 
legislators in order to form their judgment, by describing to them 
the various aspects of man's virtue and happiness and thus teach- 
ing them to legislate in such a way as to give the citizens the possi- 
bility of practicing the virtuous life, or (in the case of a few privi- 
leged people) the philosophical life. As Bodéüs perceptively 
notes,” the Ethics and the Politics ultimately aim at “an objective 
which is beyond knowledge." The goal is not to "set forth in a dis- 
course the truth on some specific questions," but rather, by doing 
so, to contribute to the perfection of human becoming. 

When it came to the need for changing both the city and hu- 
man beings, Aristotle—like Plato—founded his hopes on politi- 
cians. Plato, however, thought that philosophers themselves ought 
to be the politicians who would carry out such work; and so he 
proposed to philosophers a choice of life and a course of training 
which would make them simultaneously contemplatives and men 
of action—since knowledge and virtue imply each other. Aristotle, 
by contrast, believed that the philosopher's activity within the city 
should be limited to forming politicians' judgment, and that it is 
the politicians' task to act personally by their legislation to ensure 
citizens' moral virtue. The philosopher, for his part, should choose 
a life devoted to disinterested research, study, and contempla- 
tion—a life which will ultimately be independent of political wor- 
ries. Thus, for Aristotle, as for Plato, philosophy was both a way of 
life and a way of discourse. 


CHAPTER SEV EN 


The Hellenistic Schools 


GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS 


The Hellenistic Period 


The word “Hellenistic” traditionally designates the period in 
Greek history which extends from the time of the Macedonian 
king Alexander the Great to the age of Roman domination; thus, it 
stretches from the end of the fourth century B.c. to the end of the 
first century B.c. Thanks to Alexander’s extraordinary expedition, 
which spread Greek influence from Egypt to Samarkand and 
Tashkent and as far as the Indus, a new period in world history 
was inaugurated. We might say that it was then that Greece began 
to discover the immensity of the world. This was the beginning of 
intense commercial exchange, not only with central Asia but also 
with China, Africa, and western Europe. Traditions, religions, 
ideas, and cultures were mixed, in an encounter was to mark the 
culture of the West indelibly. After Alexander’s death, his generals 
fought each other over his immense empire, and these conflicts 
led to the formation of three great kingdoms centered around 
three capitals: Pella in Macedonia, which ruled over Macedonia 
and Greece; Alexandria in Egypt; and Antioch in Syria, the home 
of the Seleucid dynasty, which reigned not only over Asia Minor 
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but also over Babylonia. We must add the kingdom of Pergamum 
and the Greek kingdom of Bactriana, which stretched as far as the 
Indus. 

The end of the Hellenistic era is usually thought to be marked 
by the suicide of Cleopatra, queen of Egypt, after the victory at 
Actium of the future emperor Augustus in 30 B.c. The Romans 
had been in contact with the Greek world since the end of the 
third century B.c., and they had gradually discovered philosophy. 
In the course of our exposition, we will sometimes have to allude 
to philosophers who lived under the Roman Empire (that is, after 
30 B.c.), since they bring to our attention documents concerning 
Hellenistic philosophy. As we shall see, however, the characteristics 
of philosophy in the Imperial age were very different from those in 
the Hellenistic era. 

The Hellenistic period of Greek philosophy has often been pre- 
sented as a phase of decadence in Greek civilization, which was 
supposedly bastardized by contact with the Orient. There are 
many causes for this severe judgment. First is the classical preju- 
dice which fixes a priori an ideal model of classical culture and de- 
cides that only Greece of the Presocratics, the tragic poets, and 
perhaps Plato deserves to be studied. Second, there is the idea that 
with the transition from a democratic to a monarchic regime and 
the end of political liberty, the public life of Greek cities was extin- 
guished. Philosophers abandoned the great speculative effort of 
Plato and Aristotle, along with the hope of training politicians ca- 
pable of transforming the city, and resigned themselves to provid- 
ing a refuge in inner life for those who had been deprived of politi- 
cal freedom. This representation of the Hellenistic age, which 
probably goes back to the beginning of the twentieth century, of- 
ten continues to falsify our idea of the philosophy of this period.’ 

In fact, it is quite erroneous to think of this period as one of 
decadence. By carefully studying the inscriptions found in the 
ruins of the Greek towns of antiquity, the epigraphist Louis Rob- 
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ert has shown throughout his work that all these cities continued 
to engage in intense cultural, political, religious, and even athletic 
activity, both under the Hellenistic monarchies and later under 
the Roman Empire. Moreover, technology and the exact sciences 
expanded enormously at this time. Under the influence of the 
Ptolemies, who reigned in Alexandria, this city became a kind of 
living center of Hellenistic civilization.” The museum of Alexan- 
dria was organized by Demetrius of Phalerum, who was faithful to 
the Aristotelian tradition which privileged scientific studies. It be- 
came a Mecca for research in every science, from astronomy to 
medicine. The library of Alexandria gathered together the entire 
corpus of philosophical and scientific literature, and provided a 
fertile environment for great scholars—the physician Herophilus 
and the astronomer Aristarchus of Samos, for example. It is 
enough to cite the name of Archimedes of Syracuse, mathemati- 
cian and engineer, in order to glimpse the extraordinary scientific 
activity which developed throughout this period. 

Neither did the cities’ purported loss of freedom cause a decline 
in philosophical activity. Besides, can we really say that the demo- 
cratic regime had been more favorable to it? Wasn't it democratic 
Athens that prosecuted Anaxagoras and Socrates for impiety? 

Nor was the change in the orientation of philosophical activity 
quite so radical as has been suggested. It is often claimed that in 
the face of their inability to act within the city, the philosophers of 
the Hellenistic period developed an ethics of the individual and 
advocated interiority. Things are, however, rather more complex. 
On the one hand, although Plato and Aristotle both had political 
concerns, it is nevertheless true that for them the philosophical life 
was a means to free themselves from political corruption. Life ac- 
cording to the mind, which was the way of life of the Aristotelian 
school, avoided the compromises of life within the city. For all 
philosophers of antiquity, Plato gave definitive formulation to the 
attitude which the philosopher must adopt in a corrupt city: 
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Thus, there remain very few people who are worthy of taking up 
philosophy. . . . Now, regarding an individual who is a member of 
this small group and who has tasted the sweetness and happiness of 
such a good: when he has become sufficiently aware of the madness 
of the multitude, aware that there is, as it were, nothing sensible in 
the conduct of any politician, and that there is no ally with whom 
he can go to the assistance of justice without risking death; when, 
like a man who has fallen among wild animals and refuses to be as 
unjust as they are but cannot stand up to this savage mob alone, he 
is sure to perish before he can benefit the city or his friends, being 
unprofitable to both—when he reflects on all this, he keeps quiet 
and concerns himself only with his own affairs, and, just as a trav- 
eler caught by a storm takes shelter behind a wall against the cloud 
of dust and rain kicked up by the wind, in the same way, when he 
sees others filled to the bursting point with lawlessness, he consid- 
ers himself happy if he can live his earthly existence free of injustice 
and impiety and leave this life with a fine hope, in serenity and 
_ peace of mind? 


When the philosopher realizes that he is completely incapable 
of helping to remedy the corruption of the city, what can he do ex- 
cept practice philosophy, either alone or with others? Unfortu- 
nately, this was the position in which most of the philosophers of 
antiquity found themselves with regard to the world of politics. 
Even though he was emperor, Marcus Aurelius also expressed feel- 
ings of impotence in the face of his subjects' inertia and lack of 
understanding. 

Yet the philosophers of the Hellenistic period—even the 
Epicureans’—never lost their interest in politics and often served 
as royal counselors or ambassadors for cities, as is shown by the 
inscriptions often erected in their honor. Stoic philosophers 
played an important role in the elaboration of social and political 
reforms in several states; for instance, the Stoic Sphaerus had an 
important influence on the Spartan kings Agis and Cleomenes, 
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and the Stoic Blossius influenced the Roman reformer Tiberius 
Gracchus.’ They often opposed the Roman emperors, with exem- 
plary courage. In general, the philosophers never renounced their 
hope of changing society, even if only by the examples of their 
lives. 

Philosophical life was extremely rich and diverse in the Helle- 
nistic period; unfortunately, however, we know it only imperfectly, 
and we would have a very different idea of it if all the philosophi- 
cal works written during that period had been preserved for us. In 
those days, philosophical writings were not printed by the thou- 
sands and widely distributed, as they are today. They were hand- 
copied many times; and this was the source of numerous errors, 
which oblige modern scholars to undertake tremendous critical 
work when they wish to study these texts. Philosophical writings 
were sometimes sold in bookstores, but the more technical works 
were simply preserved in the libraries of the various philosophical 
schools. In the course of the centuries, much of this precious ma- 
terial was lost—particularly at Athens, during Sulla’s sack of the 
city in March 86 B.c., but also at seni during successive de- 
structions of the library. Thousands of works disappeared in this 
way, and the other cataclysms which put an end to the Hellenistic 
period also annihilated treasuries of poetry and art, which we 
know about only from the copies made of them by the Romans. 
Tocite but one example: the philosopher Chrysippus, a founder of 
Stoicism, wrote at least seven hundred treatises, but not one has 
been preserved and only a few rare fragments have come down to 
us, from the papyri discovered at Herculaneum and through the 
quotations furnished by authors of the Roman period. Our image 
of the history of philosophy has thus been irredeemably falsified 
by the contingencies of history. If the works of Plato and Aristotle 
had disappeared and those of the Stoics Zeno and Chrysippus had 
been preserved, we would perhaps have a wholly different view of 
things. Be this as it may, it is thanks to authors who lived in the 
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Roman world—either in the time of the Republic (as in the case of 
Cicero, Lucretius, and Horace) or in the time of the Empire (Sen- 
eca, Plutarch, Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius)—that precious infor- 
mation on the Hellenistic philosophical tradition has been pre- 
served. This is why we will sometimes cite these authors, although 
they belong to a later period. 


Oriental Influences? 


Did Alexander’s expedition have an influence on the evolution of 
Greek philosophy? It certainly benefited scientific and technical 
development, thanks to the geographic and ethnographic obser- 
vations it allowed. We know, moreover, that Alexander’s expedi- 
tion brought about meetings between Greek and Hindu sages. In 
particular, a philosopher of the Abderan school named Ana- 
xarchus, together with his student Pyrrho of Elis, accompanied 
the conqueror as far as India. Pyrrho supposedly lived in retreat 
from the world ever afterward, because he had heard an Indian tell 
Anaxarchus that, as a result of frequenting royal courts, he was in- 
capable of teaching.* There does not seem to have been any real 
exchange of ideas or confrontations of theories in these contacts; 
at least, we have no obvious trace of any. The Greeks were, how- 
ever, impressed by the way of life of those people they called the 
“gymnosophists,” or “naked sages.” The historian and philoso- 
pher Onesicritus, who also participated in the expedition and 
wrote an account of it shortly after the death of Alexander, gives 
many details of their customs and their practice of committing 
suicide by fire. In the gymnosophists, Greek philosophers had the 
impression of finding the same way of life they themselves recom- 
mended: a life free of conventions, in accordance with pure na- 
ture, and completely indifferent to what other people considered 
desirable or undesirable, good or bad—a life which led to perfect 
inner peace and lack of worries. Anaxarchus’ teacher Democritus 
had preached the same method for attaining peace of mind. 
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The Cynics also affected to despise all human conventions; and 
in the gymnosophists they found this attitude developed to an ex- 
treme degree. In the words of the Stoic Zeno, probably with regard 
to the suicide of the Hindu sage Calanus, who had been in contact 
with Alexander: “Td rather see one single Indian roasted over a 
slow fire than learn in the abstract all the theses and arguments 
people have developed about suffering"? Without going as far as 
such dramatic situations, what the ancients tell us about Pyrrho's 
life points to such a degree of indifference to everything that one 
cannot help thinking he was trying to imitate what he had seen in 
India. We might note in passing the extreme subjectivism of 
Anaxarchus, who said that existing things were no more real than 
stage sets and that they resembled the images which appear to 
dreamers or madmen." One might think here of some oriental 
source; but we ought not to forget that Democritus," founder of 
the Abderan school, already taught that there was a radical oppo- 
sition between reality in itself—in other words, atoms—and the 
subjective perceptions of the senses. 

Alexander's expedition thus does not seem to have provoked 
much of a stir in the philosophical tradition. In fact, Hellenistic 
philosophy seems to have developed naturally out of the move- 
ment which preceded it. It often revisits Presocratic themes, and 
above all is deéply marked by the Socratic spirit. Perhaps the expe- 
rience of bs encounter between peoples played a role in the devel- 
opment ofthe idea of cosmopolitanism—the idea that man is a 
citizen of the world." 


The Philosophical Schools 


We have already described the ways of life which characterized the 
schools of Plato and Aristotle. Now we must return to the highly 
singular phenomenon of the philosophical schools of antiquity, 
not forgetting that the conditions of the teaching of philosophy 
were very different then from what they are now. Modern students 
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study philosophy only because it is a required course; at the most, 
a student may become interested by an initial contact with the dis- 
cipline and may wish to take exams in the subject. In any case, it is 
chance that decides whether the student will encounter a profes- 
sor who belongs to some particular “school,” be it phenomeno- 
logical, existentialist, deconstructionist, structuralist, or Marxist. 
Perhaps, someday, he will pledge intellectual allegiance to one of 
these “isms”; in any case, his adherence will be intellectual and will 
not engage his way of life, with the possible exception of Marxism. 
For us moderns, the notion of a philosophical school evokes only 
the idea of a doctrinal tendency or theoretical position. 

Things were very different in antiquity. No university obliga- 
tions oriented the future philosopher toward a specific school; in- 
stead, the future philosopher came to attend classes in the school 
(skholé) of his choice as a function of the way of life practiced 
there.'* Once led into a classroom by chance, however, the student 
might unexpectedly became converted as he heard a master speak. 
This was the story of Polemo, who, after a night of debauchery, en- 
tered Xenocrates’ school one morning on a dare with a band of 
drunken comrades. Seduced by the master’s discourse, Polemo de- 
cided to become a philosopher, and later became head of the 
school. No doubt this is an edifying fiction; nevertheless, it could 
appear to be completely believable.!° 

Toward the end of the fourth century, almost all philosophical 
activity was concentrated in Athens, in the four schools founded 
by Plato (the Academy), Aristotle (the Lyceum), Epicurus (the 
Garden), and Zeno (the Stoa). These institutions were to remain 
alive for nearly three centuries. In contrast to the transitory groups 
which formed around the Sophists, these were permanent institu- 
tions not only during their founders' lifetimes but long after their 
death. The various heads of the schools who succeeded the found- 
ers were most often chosen by the vote of the members of the 
school, or designated by their immediate predecessors. These in- 
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stitutions depended on the head of the school, and, under the law, 
schools had no judicial standing.'^ This is clearly evident from the 
philosophers’ wills (we possess those of Plato, Aristotle, Theo- 
phrastus, Strato, Lycon, and Epicurus)," none of which contains 
any mention of school property as such. Instead, books and real 
estate were considered the property of the head of the school. It is 
thus unnecessary to suppose, as has been done, that in order to ac- 
quire judicial standing the philosophical schools were forced to 
organize themselves as religious brotherhoods dedicated to the 
Muses. In fact, Athenian legislation concerning the right to associ- 
ation did not stipulate any particular status for educational insti- 
tutions. 

Usually, these schools were located in multi-use facilities called 
gymnasiums (this was the case with the Academy and the Ly- 
ceum), or in other public places (as with the Stoa Poikile, or “Por- 
tico") where people could meet to hear lectures or debates. In 
these cases, the school took its name from its meeting place. 

At least until the end of the Hellenistic period, then, almost 
every school existed not only as a doctrinal tendency, but also as a 
locus of teaching and as a permanent institution organized by a 
founder who was at the origin of the way of life practiced by the 
school and the doctrinal tendency linked to it. The destruction 
of most of the Athenian educational institutions changed this sit- 
uation. 

These schools were open to the public. Most philosophers, but 
not all, took pride in teaching without a salary; this was what 
distinguished them from the Sophists. Financial resources were 
either personal, or else provided by benefactors—for example, 
Idomeneus in the case of Epicurus. The needs of the school were 
covered by a daily fee of two obols, which was "the wage of a slave 
who worked by the day. As Menander said, it was barely enough to 
pay for a cup of tea."'* In general, a distinction was made between 
the auditors—those who simply attended the school—and the 
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group of true disciples, called “familiars,” “friends,” or “compan- 
ions.” The latter were divided into juniors and seniors, and some- 
times lived with the master in his house or nearby. It was said that 
the disciples of Polemo (the student of Xenocrates mentioned 
above) built huts in order to live close to him.? The same custom 
of taking meals in common at regular intervals held sway in the 
Academy, the Lyceum, and Epicurus’ school; perhaps it was with a 
view to the organization of such gatherings that both the Academy 
and the Lyceum had a position called “magistrate,” which all 
members of the school had to take up in turn for several days at a 
time.” 

We possess fewer details on the Stoic school, founded around 
300 B.c. by Zeno of Citium, who taught in the portico called the 
Stoa Poikilé. Ancient historians say that he had many students; in 
particular, Antigonus Gonatas, king of Macedonia, came to hear 
him while visiting Athens. In Zeno’s school, as in the other 
schools, there was a distinction between mere auditors and true 
disciples such as Perseus, who lived in his house and whom he sent 
to the court of Antigonus Gonatas.?! The evolution of Athens’ atti- 
tude toward philosophy since its condemnation of Anaxagoras 
and Socrates is apparent in the text of a decree promulgated (un- 
der pressure of Antigonus) in honor of Zeno by the Athenians in 
261 B.c. This decree honored Zeno with a golden crown and pro- 
vided for the construction of a tomb for him, at the city's ex- 
pense.? The reason for this was remarkable: "because Zeno, son of 
Mnaseas, of Citium, who for many years has lived in the city in ac- 
cordance with philosophy, not only has shown himself to be a 
good man on every occasion, but in particular, by his encourage- 
ment to practice virtue and temperance, has inspired the young 
people attending his school to follow the most admirable conduct, 
and has offered to all the model of a life which was always in ac- 
cordance with the principles he taught." Here Zeno is praised not 
for his theories but for the education he gave to young people, the 
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kind of life he led, and the harmony between his life and his dis- 
course. Contemporary comedies alluded to the austerity of his life: 
“Bread, figs, and a bit of water. That one is ‘philosophizing’ a new 
philosophy: he teaches hunger, and finds disciples.”” Note that the 
word “philosophy” here designates a way of living. Stoic scholastic 
institutions were much less monolithic than the Epicurean school. 
The places of instruction varied, and, above all, different doctrinal 
tendencies came to the surface after Zeno’s death. On many 
points, Ariston of Chios, Cleanthes, and Chrysippus professed dif- 
fering opinions. These oppositions between tendencies were to 
continue throughout the duration of the Stoic school—that is, up 
until the second and third centuries a.p. We have very few details 
on the atmosphere which prevailed in these various Stoic schools. 

In Athens, then, from the fourth to the first centuries B.c., there 
were four philosophical schools, all of which, in one way or an- 
other, took on institutional form and in general had analogous 
teaching methods. This is not to say that there were no philosoph- 
ical schools in other cities, but onlythat they lacked the prestige of 
the Athenian schools. Two other currents must be added which 
seem very different from the four schools: in the first place Skepti- 
cism (or rather Pyrrhonism, for the idea of “skepticism” devel- 
oped relatively late) and Cynicism. These schools had no scholas- 
tic organization or dogmas; but they were ways of life, the first 
proposed by Pyrrho, and the latter by Diogenes the Cynic. In this 
sense they were indeed two haireseis, or attitudes of thought and 
life. In the words of the Skeptic physician Sextus Empiricus: "If it 
is said that a school [hairesis] is the adhesion to numerous dogmas 
which are mutually coherent, . . . we will say that the Skeptic has 
no school. If, however, it is said that a school is a way of life which 
follows a specific rational principle, in conformity with what ap- 
pears to us, . . . then we say he has a school"? 

The Skeptics developed arguments to show that we must sus- 
pend our judgment and refuse adherence to all dogmas, in the be- 


102 PHILOSOPHY AS A WAY OF LIFE 


lief that we would thereby achieve peace of mind. The Cynics, for 
their part, did not argue and gave no instruction. It was their very 
life that bore meaning within itself and implied an entire doctrine. 


Identities and Differences: The Priority of Choosing a Way of Life 


In fact, as we have already seen with regard to Socrates, Plato, and 
Aristotle, and as we will see again with in the case of the Hellenis- 
tic schools, each school was defined by a specific existential choice. 
Philosophy was the love of and search for wisdom, and wisdom 
was, precisely, a certain way of life. This initial choice, proper to 
each school, was thus the choice of a certain type of wisdom. 

At first glance, in fact, one might wonder if the conceptions of 
wisdom were really all that different among the schools. All Helle- 
nistic schools seem to define it in approximately the same terms: 
first and foremost, as a state of perfect peace of mind. From this 
viewpoint, philosophy appears as a remedy for human worries, 
anguish, and misery brought about, for the Cynics, by social con- 
straints and conventions; for the Epicureans, by the quest for false 
pleasures; for the Stoics, by the pursuit of pleasure and egoistic 
self-interest; and for the Skeptics, by false opinions. Whether or 
not they laid claim to the Socratic heritage, all Hellenistic philoso- 
phers agreed with Socrates that human beings are plunged in mis- 
ery, anguish, and evil because they exist in ignorance. Evil is to be 
found not within things, but in the value judgments which people 
bring to bear upon things. People can therefore be cured of their 
ills only if they are persuaded to change their value judgments, 
and in this sense all these philosophies wanted to be therapeutic.” 
In order to change our value judgments, however, we must make a 
radical choice to change our entire way of thinking and way of be- 
ing. This choice is the choice of philosophy, and it is thanks to it 
that we may obtain inner tranquillity and peace of mind. 

Yet despite these apparent similarities, deep differences may be 


THE HELLENISTIC SCHOOLS 103 


discerned. First, we must distinguish between the dogmatic 
schools, for whom therapeutics consisted in transforming value 
judgments, and the Skeptics, who only wished to suspend them. 
Above all, although the dogmatic schools agreed that the funda- 
mental philosophical choice must correspond to an innate human 
tendency, some distinctions must be made: for Epicureanism, it 
was the search for pleasure which motivated all human activity; 
whereas for Platonism, Aristotelianism, and Stoicism, in accord- 
ance with the Socratic tradition, the love of the good was the pri- 
mordial ipstinct of human beings. Despite this fundamental iden- 
tity in intention, however, these three schools were still founded 
upon existential choices which were radically different from one 
another. 


Identities and Differences: Teaching Methods 


We also find points of identity and of difference in teaching 
methods. In Platonism, Aristotelianism, and Stoicism—the three 
schools which, as we have just said, followed the Socratic tradi- 
tion—teaching retained the double finality it had had in the time 
of Plato and of Aristotle, despite the transformations in political 
condition. Directly or indirectly, the goal was to mold citizens— 
political leaders, if possible, but also philosophers. Training for life 
in the city aimed for mastery of speech by means of a number of 
rhetorical and, especially, dialectical exercises, and sought the 
principles of the science of government in philosophers' instruc- 
tion. This is why many students came to Athens from Greece, the 
near East, Africa, and Italy, in order to receive training which 
would then permit them to carry out political activity in their own 
countries. Many Roman statesmen, such as Cicero, later did the 
same. They learned not only to govern others but to govern them- 
selves, since philosophical training, or the exercise of wisdom, was 
intended to bring about full realization of the existential option 
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we mentioned, thanks to the intellectual and spiritual assimilation 
of the principles of thought and life that it implied. In order to 
achieve this, living dialogue and discussion between master and 
disciple were indispensable, in accordance with the Socratic- 
Platonic tradition. Under the influence of this double finality, in- 
struction always tended to take on a dialogic and dialectical form. 
Even in the case of ex cathedra expositions, it maintained the ap- 
pearance of a dialogue, or a rapid succession of questions and an- 
swers, which constantly presupposed at least a potential relation 
to specific individuals to whom the philosopher’s discourse was 
addressed. To ask a question called a “thesis” (for instance, “Is 
death an evil?” “Is pleasure the supreme good?”) and to discuss 
it—this was the fundamental schema of all philosophical instruc- 
tion at that time. This feature distinguishes it radically from the 
instruction in vogue during the subsequent Imperial period, from 
the first and especially second century A.D. on, when the master's 
task was to comment upon texts. Farther on, we will look at the 
historical reasons for this change; for the moment, however, let us 
cite a text from this later period of the commentators. It comes 
from the commentary on Aristotle's Topics by the Aristotelian Al- 
exander of Aphrodisias (second century A.D, and it gives a good 
description of the difference between the discussion of theses, 
which was a method peculiar to the period we are studying, and 
the commentary, which was peculiar to the subsequent period: 
“This form of discourse [the discussion of ‘theses’] was customary 
among the ancients, and this was how they gave most of their 
classes: not by commenting on books, as is done now (at that time, 
there were no books of this kind), but by arguing for or against a 
thesis once it was proposed, in order to exercise their faculty of in- 
venting arguments, basing themselves on premises admitted by 
everyone." 

The argumentation mentioned by Alexander was a purely dia- 
lectical exercise, in the Aristotelian sense of the term. The discus- 
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sion of theses, however, could take on dialectical or rhetorical 
form, and could also be dogmatic or aporetic. In dialectical argu- 
mentation, discussion of the thesis took place by question and an- 
swer, and therefore in a dialogue. Arcesilaus, for instance, who 
considered philosophical discourse to be purely critical, used to 
ask an auditor to propose al thesis; he then refuted it by asking 
questions which gradually brought the interlocutor to admit the 
contradictory of the thesis he had proposed." Yet the Stoics, al- 
though they were dogmatics, also practiced the dialectical method 
of question-and-answer in their instruction. Cicero reproaches 
them with not leaving enough room for oratorical and rhetorical 
developments, which he viewed as the only thing capable of mov- 
ing and persuading people: “They prick you as if with darts, with 
short, pointed questions. Those who answer them affirmatively, 
however [in dialectical argumentation, the person who has set 
forth the thesis had to content himself with answering yes or no], 
are not transformed in their soul and go away as they had come. 
For although the thoughts which the Stoics express may be true 
and sublime, they do not treat them as they should, but do so ina 
rather dry manner.”” 

Argumentation could also be rhetorical: an auditor would ask a 
question, thereby furnishing the thesis or the theme for discus- 
sion, and the master would reply in a continuous, fully developed 
discourse. Either he successively proved the pro and the contra (in 
which case it was either a purely scholastic exercise, or an attempt 
to prove the impossibility of any dogmatic assertion) or he proved 
or refuted the thesis, depending on whether or not it corre- 
sponded to his doctrine (in which case it was a dogmatic exposi- 
tion, setting forth the dogmas of the school). Insofar, then, as 
philosophical instruction practiced the exercise of the "thesis"—a 
pedagogical method based on the question-and-answer schema— 
it could not consist in developing theories for their own sake, in- 
dependently of the needs of the audience. Discourse was devel- 
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oped within the limited domain of a question asked by a particu- 
lar auditor. The usual intellectual method thus consisted in going 
back to the general logical or metaphysical principles, which 
served as the starting point from which the specific question could 
be resolved. 

In Epicureanism and Stoicism, however, there was another ap- 
proach, which was deductive and systematic. In the Epicurean 
school, the technical exercise of dialectics played no role. Here, 
philosophical discourse took on a resolutely deductive form: it 
started out from principles, and went as far as the consequences of 
those principles—as we can see, for instance, in the Letter to 
Herodotus. Some of these discourses were made available in writ- 
ten form to the disciple, so that he could learn them by heart. As 
I. Hadot has shown, Epicurean instruction began with the reading 
and memorization of short summaries of Epicurean doctrine, 
presented in the form of very brief sayings.” The student then be- 
came familiar with more developed summaries, like the Letter to 
Herodotus; and finally, if he so desired, he could tackle Epicurus’ 
great work On Nature, in thirty-seven books. He always had to re- 
turn to the summaries, however, to avoid becoming lost in details, 
and had to keep a sense of the whole constantly in his mind. There 
was thus a give-and-take between the expansion of knowledge and 
concentration on the essential nucleus. 

Although, as we have seen, the Stoics used the dialectical 
method in their instruction, they, too, nevertheless tried to present 
their doctrine in accordance with a rigorously systematic logical 
sequence, for which the ancients admired them. The Stoics re- 
quired their students to keep the school's essential dogmas present 
in their minds, by dint of a constant effort of memory. 

This was not an instance of conceptual construction as an end 
in itself which just happened to have ethical consequences for the 
Stoic or Epicurean way of life. On the contrary, the goal of these 
systems was to gather the fundamental dogmas together in con- 
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densed form, and link them together byrigorous argumentation, 
in order to form a systematic, highly concentrated nucleus, some- 
times reduced to one brief saying, which would thus have greater 
persuasive force and mnemonic efficacy. Above all, such sayings 
had a psychagogic value: they were intended to produce an effect 
on the soul of the auditor or reader. This does not mean that such 
theoretical discourse did not respond to the demands of logical 
coherence; on the contrary, such coherence was its strong suit. But 
just as it gave expression to a vital choice, it was intended to lead to 
a vital choice. 

The modern reader will certainly be astonished by the extraor- 
dinary stability of the methodological principles and dogmas in 
most of the philosophical schools of antiquity, from the fourth 
century B.C. to the second or third century a.p. This was because 
philosophy meant choosing a specific way of life—a way of life 
that corresponded either to a critical method (like that of the 
Skeptics or the Academics, which we shall discuss below) or to 
dogmas which justified the way of life. For the dogmatic philoso- 
phies like Epicureanism or Stoicism, the system or coherent en- 
semble of fundamental dogmas was inviolable, since it was inti- 
mately linked to the Epicurean or Stoic way of life. This does not 
mean that all discussion was abolished in these two schools; the 
Stoic school, in particular, quickly became fragmented into differ- 
ent tendencies. Yet these divergences and polemics allowed the 
original option and the dogmas which expressed it to persist, for 
they bore only upon secondary points, such as theories concern- 
ing celestial or terrestrial phenomena, the mode of demonstration 
and systematization of the dogmas, and teaching methods. Be- 
sides, such discussions were reserved for students who were 
making progress and who had already assimilated the essential 
dogmas.^? 

This was why dogmatic philosophies like Stoicism and Epi- 
cureanism had a popular and missionary character: since techni- 
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cal and theoretical discussions were matters for specialists, they 
could be summed up—for the benefit of beginners and students 
who were making progress—in a small number of formulas which 
were tightly linked together and which were essentially rules for 
practical life. In this respect, such philosophies coincided with the 
“missionary” and “popular” spirit of Socrates. Whereas Platonism 
and Aristotelianism were reserved for an elite which had the “lei- 
sure” to study, carry out research, and contemplate, Epicureanism 
and Stoicism were addressed to everyone: rich and poor, male and 
female, free citizens and slaves.’ Whoever adopted the Epicurean 
or Stoic way of life and put it into practice would be considered a 
philosopher, even if he or she did not develop a philosophical dis- 
course, either written or oral. 

In a sense, Cynicism was also a popular, missionary philosophy. 
From the time of Diogenes, the Cynics had been ardent propagan- 
dists who addressed themselves to all social classes. They preached 
by example, denouncing social conventions and urging a return to 
a simple life in conformity with nature. 


CYNICISM 


There is still no consensus as to whether Antisthenes, a disciple of 
Socrates, was the founder of the Cynic movement. It is agreed, at 
any rate, that his disciple Diogenes was the leading figure in this 
movement, which, although it never took on an institutional char- 
acter, remained alive until the end of antiquity. 

The Cynic way of life was spectacularly opposed not only to the 
life of nonphilosophers but even to the lives of other philoso- 
phers.? Other philosophers differentiated themselves from their 
fellow citizens only within certain limits; the Aristotelians, for in- 
stance, devoted their lives to scientific research, while the Epicu- 
reans led a simple, retiring life. The Cynics’ break with the world, 
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by contrast, was radical. They rejected what most people consid- 
ered the elementary rules and indispensable conditions for life in 
society: cleanliness, pleasant appearance, and courtesy. They prac- 
ticed deliberate shamelessness—masturbating in public, like Di- 
ogenes, or making love in public, like Crates and Hipparchia.? 
The Cynics were absolutely unconcerned with social proprieties 
and opinion; they despised money, did not hesitate to beg, and 
avoided seeking stable positions within the city. They were “with- 
out a city, without a home, without a country, miserable, wander- 
ing, living from day to day." Their bags contained only what was 
strictly necessary for survival. They did not fear the powerful, and 
always expressed themselves with provocative freedom of speech 
[parrhésia].* 

From the perspective of the problem which interests us— 
namely, the exact nature of philosophy in the ancient world— 
Cynicism supplies us with a highly revelatory example, since it 
represents a limit case. In antiquity, one historian wondered 
whether Cynicism could be called a philosophical school— 
whether it mightn't be, instead, only a way of life.” It is true that 
Cynics such as Diogenes, Crates, and Hipparchia gave no scholarly 
instruction, even though they eventually may perhaps have en- 
gaged in some literary activity, especially the writing of poetry. 
Nevertheless, they did form a school, insofar as a master-disciple 
relationship can be discerned among the various Cynics.*” 
Throughout antiquity, moreover, Cynicism was generally consid- 
ered a philosophy; but it was a philosophy in which philosophical 
discourse was reduced to a minimum. Take, for instance, the fol- 
lowing symbolic anecdote: when someone declared that move- 
ment did not exist, Diogenes simply got up and began to walk. 

Cynic philosophy was exclusively a choice of life: it was the 
choice of freedom—complete independence (autarkeia) from 
useless needs—and the refusal of luxury and vanity (tuphos). Such 
a choice obviously implied a certain conception of life; but this 
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conception, which was probably defined in conversations between 
the master and disciple or in public speeches, was never directly 
justified in theoretical philosophical treatises. There are many typ- 
ically Cynic philosophical concepts, but they are not used. in 
logical argumentation. Instead, they serve to designate concrete 
attitudes which correspond to the choice of life: askésis, ataraxia 
(lack of worry), autarkeia (independence), effort, adaptation to 
circumstances, impassiveness, simplicity or the absence of vanity 
(atuphia), lack of modesty. The Cynic chose his way of life because 
he believed that the state of nature (phusis), as seen in the behavior 
of animals or children, was superior to the conventions (nomos) of 
civilization. Diogenes threw away his bowl and his cup when he 
saw children do without such utensils, and he drew comfort re- 
garding his way of life when he saw a mouse eat a few crumbs in 
the dark. 

The opposition between nature and culture was the object of 
long theoretical discussions in the Sophistic period; for the Cynics, 
however, what was at stake was not speculation but a decision 
which engaged the whole of life. Thus, their philosophy was en- 
tirely exercise (askesis) and effort. The artifices, conventions, and 
commodities of civilization, luxury and vanity—all soften the 
body and mind. For this reason, the Cynic way of life consisted in 
an almost athletic, yet reasoned training to endure hunger, thirst, 
and foul weather, so that the individual could acquire freedom, in- 
dependence, inner strength, relief from worry, and a peace of 
mind which would be able to adapt itself to all circumstances.?? 

Plato is supposed to have said of Diogenes that he was "Socrates 
gone mad."? Whether or not this is true, it gives us cause for 
reflection. In a sense, Socrates was the precursor of the Cynics. 
The comic poets also mocked Socrates' external appearance—his 
bare feet and old cloak. If, as we have seen, the figure of Socrates is 
conflated in the Symposium with that of Eros the beggar, wasn't 
Diogenes, that homeless wanderer with his poor traveling bag, a 
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second Socrates, heroic figure of the unclassifiable philosopher 
and a stranger to the world? Like Socrates, Diogenes thought he 
had been entrusted with the mission of making people reflect, and 
of denouncing their vices and errors with his caustic attacks and 
his way of life. His care for himself was, indissolubly, care for oth- 
ers. And although Socratic care of the self, by making people at- 
tain inner freedom, dissolved the illusions of the appearances and 
phantoms linked to social conventions, it nevertheless retained a 
kind of smiling urbanity, which disappeared with Diogenes and 
the Cynics. 


PYRRHO 


Pyrrho, a contemporary of Diogenes and Alexander, followed the 
latter in his expedition to India, where he some met oriental 
sages.*! He, too, can be considered a somewhat extravagant Socra- 
tes. In any case, he deserves our attention, because we are once 
again in the presence of a philosopher who did not devote himself 
to teaching, (although he was skilled in the art of dialogue) and 
who did not even write; instead, he simply lived, thereby attracting 
disciples who imitated his way of life. 

His behavior was completely unpredictable. Sometimes he re- 
tired into complete solitude; at other times he went off traveling 
without telling anyone, taking whomever he met on the way as 
traveling and conversation partners. He confronted all kinds of 
risks and dangers, defying prudence, and kept talking even when 
his audience had gone. One day he saw his master Anaxarchus, 
who had fallen into a swamp; he continued on his way without 
helping him, and Anaxarchus congratulated him for his indiffer- 
ence and insensitivity. Unlike the Cynics, however, he seems to 
have behaved in a simple manner, in perfect conformity with the 
lifestyle of other people. This is suggested by an ancient historian: 
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“He lived piously with his sister, who was a midwife. Sometimes 
he went to the market to sell chickens or pigs. He did housekeep- 
ing with indifference, and it is said he bathed a pig with indiffer- 
ence, too.”” Let us note in passing that this anecdote reminds us of 
what Chuang-tzu reports about Lao-tzu, though there was no his- 
torical connection: "For three years he locked himself up, per- 
forming household tasks for his wife and serving food to the pigs 
as he would have served it to men; he made himself indifferent to 
everything, and eliminated all ornamentation, in order to redis- 
cover simplicity." 

Pyrrho's behavior thus corresponds to a choice of life which can 
be perfectly summed up in one word: indifference. Pyrrho was 
completely indifferent to everything. He therefore always re- 
mained in the same state;^* in other words, he felt no emotions or 
change in his dispositions under the influence of external things. 
He attached no importance to the fact that he was present at such- 
and-such a place or meeting such-and-such a person. He made no 
distinction between what is usually considered dangerous and 
what is harmless; between tasks judged to be superior and those 
considered inferior; between what is called suffering and what is 
called pleasure; between life and death. For the judgments people 
make about the value of such things are based on mere conven- 
tions. In fact, it is impossible to know whether a given thing is 
good or bad in itself. People's unhappiness comes from the fact 
that they want to obtain what they think is good, or to escape what 
they think is bad. If we refuse to make this kind of distinction be- 
tween things, and refrain from making value judgments about 
them or from preferring one thing above another—if we say to 
ourselves, “This is no better than that"—we will achieve peace and 
inner tranquillity, and will no longer feel the need to talk about 
such things. It doesn't matter what we do, so long as we do it with 
an attitude of indifference. Thus, according to Pyrrho's philoso- 
phy our goal should be to seek stability in a state of perfect equal- 
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ity with ourselves, in complete indifference, inner freedom, and 
impassiveness, a state he considered divine.? In other words, 
everything was indifferent for him except the indifference we have 
for indifferent things—which was ultimately, therefore, virtue,' 
and hence absolute value. To acquire such indifference is no easy 
task; as Pyrrho said, it required "stripping off man completely,” or 
liberating oneself entirely from the human point of view." This 
formula can be very revealing. Doesn't "stripping off man" mean 
that the philosopher completely transforms his vision of the uni- 
verse, transcending the limited viewpoint of what is human, all- 
too-human, in order to elevate himself to a superior point of 
view? Such a perspective is in a way inhuman; it reveals the nudity 
of existence, beyond the partial oppositions and false values which 
human beings add to it, in order, perhaps, to attain a state of sim- 
plicity prior to all distinctions. 

If we fail to achieve this total divestiture, we must train our- 
selves by inner discourse. In other words, we must recall the prin- 
ciple of "This is no better than that" and the arguments that can 
justify it. Pyrrho and his disciples thus practiced methods of med- 
itation. It was said that Pyrrho himself sought solitude, and spoke 
aloud to himself; when asked why he behaved in this way, he re- 
plied, “I am training to become useful"? His disciple Philo of 
Athens was described as follows: "Living far from men in solitude, 
being his own master, talking to himself, with no care for glory or 
disputes.” The philosophy of Pyrrho—like that of Socrates, like 
that of the Cynics—was thus a lived philosophy, and an exercise of 
transforming one's way of life. 


EPICUREANISM 


In 306 B.c., Epicurus (ca. 342-271) founded a school in Athens 
which remained alive in that city at least until the second century 
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A.D.? Lucretius poem On Nature, and the gigantic inscription 
that the Epicurean Diogenes had engraved in the town of Oino- 
anda at an uncertain date (first century B.C. or second century 
A.D.) to make the writings and doctrines of Epicurus known to his 
fellow citizens, are evidence of the missionary fervor with which 
his disciples tried to disseminate his message, even if they lived in 
distant lands. 


An Experience and a Choice 


Epicureanism originated in an experience and a choice. The expe- 
rience was that of the “flesh”: “The voice of the flesh: not to be 
hungry, not to be thirsty, not to be cold. He who possesses this 
state, and hopes to possess it in the future, can rival Zeus for hap- 
piness.”*! The “flesh” here is of course not an anatomical part of 
the body, but—in a sense which is phenomenological and appar- 
ently wholly new in philosophy—it is the subject of pleasure and 
pain, or the individual. As Carlo Diano has expertly shown, 
Epicurus had to speak of “suffering,” of “pleasure,” and of “flesh” 
to express his experience, for 


there was no other way to reach and to point out the man in the 
street in the pure and simple historicity of his being-in-the-world, 
and finally to discover what we call the "individual" —that individ- 
ual without which we cannot speak of a human person. . . . For it is 
only in the “flesh,” which experiences pain and relief from pain, 
that our "self"—our soul—emerges and becomes apparent to itself 
and to others. . . . This is why the greatest works of charity . . . are 
those which have the flesh as their object—satisfying its hunger 
and quenching its thirst.5? 


Moreover, the "flesh" cannot be separated from the "soul," if it is 
true that there is no pleasure or suffering without our being con- 
scious of them, and that the state of our consciousness in turn has 
repercussions upon the "flesh." 
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An experience, then; but also a choice. What is most important 
is to deliver the "flesh" from its suffering and thus allow it to expe- 
rience pleasure. For Epicurus, the Socratic and Platonic choice in 
favor of love of the good is an illusion: in reality, individuals are 
moved only by their search to gratify their own pleasures and in- 
terests. Yet philosophy consists in knowing how to seek pleasure in 
a reasonable way. In fact, this means seeking the only genuine 
pleasure: the pure pleasure of existing. For all people's misfortune 
and suffering comes from the fact that they are unaware of genu- 
ine pleasure. When they seek pleasure, they are unable to find it, 
because they cannot be satisfied with what they have; or because 
they seek what is beyond their reach; or because they spoil their 
pleasure by constantly fearing they will lose it. In a sense, one 
could say that people's suffering comes primarily from their 
empty opinions, and hence from their souls.? The mission of phi- 
losophy and of Epicurus was therefore above all therapeutic: the 
philosopher must tend to the sickness of the soul, and teach man- 
kind how to experience pleasure. 


Ethics 


The fundamental choice was justified, in the first place, by a theo- 
retical discourse on ethics, which aimed to set forth a definition of 
genuine pleasure and an ascetics of desire. In the Epicurean theory 
of pleasure, historians of philosophy correctly discern an echo of 
the discussions of pleasure which had taken place in Plato's Acad- 
emy,” and which are exemplified by Plato's dialogue Philebus and 
the tenth book of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. According to 
Epicurus, there are "sweet and flattering" pleasures which are 
found “in motion.” Propagating in the flesh, they provoke a vio- 
lent but ephemeral excitement. People who seek only such plea- 
sures will find dissatisfaction and pain, because such pleasures are 
insatiable, and when they reach a certain level of intensity, they be- 
come suffering once again. These mobile pleasures must be strictly 
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distinguished from stable pleasure, which is pleasure in repose as a 
“state of equilibrium.” This is the state of the body when it is ap- 
peased and free of suffering; it consists in not being hungry, not 
being thirsty, and not being cold: 


We do what we do in order to avoid suffering and fear. When once 
we have succeeded in this, the tempest of the soul is entirely dissi- 
pated, for the living being now no longer needs to move toward 
anything as if he lacked it, or to seek something else by which the 
good of the soul and body might be achieved. For we have need of 
pleasure precisely when we are suffering from the absence of plea- 
sure. When we are not suffering from this lack, we do not need 
pleasure.^ | 


From this perspective, pleasure as the suppression of suffering 
is the absolute good. It cannot be increased, and no new pleasure 
can be added to it, “just as a clear sky cannot get any brighter." 
Such stable pleasure is different in nature from mobile pleasures. 
It is opposed to them as being is to becoming; as the determinate 
is to the indeterminate and the infinite; as rest is to movement; 
and as the supratemporal is to what is temporal.” It is perhaps 
surprising to see such transcendence attributed to the simple sup- 
pression of hunger or thirst, and the satisfaction of vital needs. Yet 
this suppression of the body's suffering—the state of equilib- 
rium—makes the individual conscious of a global, coenesthetic 
feeling of his own existence. It is as though, by suppressing the 
state of dissatisfaction which had absorbed him in the search for a 
particular object, he was finally free to become aware of some- 
thing extraordinary, already present in him unconsciously: the 
pleasure of his own existence, or (in Diano’s words) of “the iden- 
tity of pure existence” This state is not unlike the “sufficient, 
perfect, and full happiness" of which Rousseau speaks in Les 
réveries du promeneur solitaire: “What does one enjoy in such a sit- 
uation? Nothing external to oneself; nothing except oneself and 
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one's own existence. So long as this state lasts, one is sufficient 
unto oneself, like God? Let us add that this state of stable pleasure 
also corresponds to a state of peace of mind and absence of worry. 

The method for achieving this stable pleasure consists in an 
askesis of desire. The reason people are unhappy is that they are 
tortured by "immense, hollow" desires, such as those for wealth, 
luxury, and domination.” The askesis of desire should be based on 
a tripartite distinction: there are desires which are natural and 
necessary; desires which are natural and not necessary; and empty 
desires, which are neither natural nor necessary.” This distinction 
was already outlined in Plato's Republic.” 

Natural and necessary desires are those whose satisfaction de- 
livers people from pain, and which correspond to the elementary 
needs or vital necessities. Natural but not necessary are, for exam- 
ple, desires for sumptuous foods and for sexual gratification. Nei- 
ther natural nor necessary, but produced by empty opinions, are 
the limitless desires for wealth, glory, and immortality. An Epicu- 
rean saying aptly sums up this division of desires: “Thanks be to 
blessed Nature, who has made necessary things easy to obtain, and 
who has made things difficult to obtain unnecessary.” 

The askesis of desire consists in limiting one's appetites—sup- 
pressing those desires which are neither natural nor necessary, and 
limiting as much as possible those which are natural but not nec- 
essary. The latter do not suppress any real suffering, but aim only 
at variations in pleasure; and they may result in violent and exces- 
sive passions.? This askesis of pleasure thus determined a specific 
way of life, which we shall now describe. 


Physics and Canonics 
A grave threat impairs human happiness. Can pleasure be perfect 
if it is disturbed by the fear of death, and by divine decisions in 
this world and the next? As is shown with great force by Lucretius, 
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it is the fear of death which is, in the last analysis, at the base of all 
the passions which make people unhappy.” It was in order to free 
people from these terrors that Epicurus proposed his theoretical 
discourse on physics. Above all, we must not imagine Epicurean 
physics as a scientific theory, intended to reply to objective, disin- 
terested questions. The ancients knew that the Epicureans were 
hostile to the idea of a science studied for its own sake. Indeed, 
philosophical theory is here merely the expression and conse- 
quence of the original choice of life, and a means of obtaining 
peace of mind and pure pleasure. Epicurus never tires of repeating 
this: 


If we were not disturbed by our worries about celestial phenomena 
and death, fearing (because of our ignorance of the limits of pain 
and desire) that the latter is something dire for us, we would have 
no need of the study of nature. 

We cannot free ourselves of fear about the most essential things 
if we do not know exactly what the nature of the universe is, but at- 
tribute some hint of truth to mythological stories, so that without 
the study of nature it is impossible to obtain pleasure in its state of 
purity. 

... There is no profit to be derived from the knowledge of celes- 
tial phenomena other than peace of mind and firm assurance, just 
as this is the goal of all other research. 


As is clearly shown in the Letter to Pythocles, for Epicurus there 
are two very different areas of research on physical phenomena. 
On the one hand, there is the indisputable systematic core, which 
justifies the existential option. For instance, there is the represen- 
tation of an eternal universe constituted by atoms and the void, in 
which the gods do not intervene. On the other hand, there are in- 
vestigations on questions of secondary importance—on celestial 
or meteorological phenomena, for instance, which do not involve 
the same rigor and which allow for multiple explanations. In both 
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areas, research is carried out only to ensure peace of mind, either 
thanks to the fundamental dogmas which eliminate the fear of the 
gods and of death; or, in the case of secondary problems, thanks to 
one or more explanations which will suppress the mind's worries 
by showing that such phenomena are merely physical. 

Epicurus' goal, then, is to suppress our fear of the gods and of 
death. Especially in his letters to Herodotus and to Pythocles, he 
shows, on the one hand, that the gods have nothing to do with the 
creation of the universe, and do not care about the conduct of the 
world or of human beings; and, on the other hand, that death is 
nothing for us. Epicurus proposes a theory of the world that is 
heavily indebted to the "naturalistic" theories of the Presocratics, 
in particular Democritus. The All has no need to be created by a 
divine power, for it is eternal: being can no more come from not- 
being than not-being can come from being. This eternal universe 
is constituted by bodies and space, or the void, in which they 
move. The bodies which we see—the bodies of living beings, but 
also of the earth and the stars—are made up of indivisible, immu- 
table bodies, infinite in number. These are the atoms, which fall at 
equal speed in a straight line, as a result of their weight, in the 
infinite void. They collide and engender composite bodies as soon 
as they deviate infinitesimally from their trajectory. In this way 
bodies and worlds are born, and also disintegrate, as a result of the 
continuous movement of atoms. In the infinity of time and of the 
void, there is an infinity of worlds which appear and disappear, 
and our world is only one among them. The idea of the deviation 
of atoms had a twofold purpose. On the one hand, it explained the 
formation of bodies, which could not be constituted if the atoms 
merely fell in a straight line at equal speed.*' On the other hand, by 
introducing “chance” into “necessity,” it provided the foundation 
for human freedom. Here again, it is obvious that physics is elab- 
orated as a function of the Epicurean choice of life. People must be 
masters of their desires. In order to obtain stable pleasure, they 
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must be free; but if their mind and intellect are formed by material 
atoms, which move in an always predictable way, how can people 
be free? The solution consists precisely in admitting that it is 
within the atoms themselves that the principle of internal sponta- 
neity is situated. This is none other than the possibility that they 
may deviate from their trajectory, which provides a foundation for 
freedom of the will and makes it possible. In the words of 
Lucretius: “If the spirit is not ruled by necessity in all its acts, if it 
escapes domination and is not reduced to total passivity, it is 
because of this slight deviation of atoms, in a place and a time de- 
termined by nothing.”® It need scarcely be added that, from antiq- 
uity right up to the present, this uncaused deviation and abandon- 
ment of determinism has seemed scandalous to historians of 
philosophy.” 

Thus, human beings need not fear the gods, for the gods have 
no effect on the world or the people in it. Nor do people need to 
fear death, for the soul is made up of atoms, and, like the body, it 
disintegrates at death and loses all sensory capacity. “Thus, death 
is nothing for us. So long as we are here, death is not, and when 
death is here, we are not"?! 

This is how Diano sums up the affirmations of the Letter to 
Menoecus: We ourselves cease to exist as soon as death appears. 
Why, then, should we be afraid of that which has nothing to do 
with us? 

The Epicurean theory of knowledge, called canonics, derives 
from this materialistic physics. All material objects emit a flux of 
particles which strike our senses. The continuity of this flux gives 
us the impression of the solidity and resistance of bodies. From 
the multiple sensations reaching us from bodies which resemble 
one another, general images or notions are produced which per- 
mit us to recognize and identify forms; this is especially true be- 
cause words and language are linked to these notions. With lan- 
guage, however, the possibility of error also appears. In order to 
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recognize the truth of a statement, we will therefore have to see if 
it is in agreement with the criteria of truth—that is, with our gen- 
eral notions and sensations. The Epicureans thus used to say that 
thought can "project itself" forward in order to seize that which is 
not present. For instance, this is true of the affirmation of the ex- 
istence of the void, which by definition is invisible but whose ex- 
istence is necessary in order to explain that of movement. Such 
projection must always be verified by experience, and therefore by 
sensation.” 

Delivering people from the fear of the gods and of death was 
not the only goal of this theoretical edifice of physics. It also af- 
forded access to the pleasure of contemplating the gods. For the 
knowledge we have of the gods is clear evidence that they exist— 
evidence which manifests itself in the general preconception of 
the gods that is present in all humanity.” Reason also necessarily 
demands the existence of a nature superior to all others, and su- 
premely perfect. Thus, the gods exist, although they exert no ac- 
tion upon the world, for this is the condition of their perfection: 
“That which is blessed and immortal has no troubles itself, nor 
does it cause any to others; so that it is not subject either to anger 
or to benevolence. For everything of this kind is found only in that 
which is weak.””* 

This is one of Epicurus’ great intuitions. He does not imagine 
divinity as the power of creating, dominating, or imposing one’s 
will upon the less powerful. Instead, it is the perfection of the su- 
preme being: happiness, indestructibility, beauty, pleasure, and 
tranquillity. In representations of the gods, the philosopher finds 
both the amazed pleasure we may feel when admiring beauty, and 
the comfort that can be provided by contemplating the model of 
wisdom. From this point of view, Epicurus’ gods are the projec- 
tion and incarnation of the Epicurean ideal of life. The gods spend 
their lives enjoying their own perfection and the pure pleasure of 
existing, with no needs and no worries, in the most pleasant com- 
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pany. Their physical beauty is identical to the beauty of the human 
figure.” We might think—not without reason—that such ideal 
gods are merely representations imagined by human beings and 
owe their existence only to human beings. Nevertheless, Epicurus 
seems to conceive of them as independent realities who maintain 
their eternal existence because they know how to ward off what 
could destroy them and what is alien to them. The gods are friends 
of the wise, and the wise are friends of the gods. For the wise, the 
highest good is to contemplate the splendor of the gods. They have 
nothing to ask of them, yet they pray to them, in prayers of 
praise.’”° Their homage is addressed to the gods’ perfection. In this 
regard, scholars have spoken of “pure love"—Aa love that demands 
nothing in return." 

With this representation of the gods—as deities who seedy 
the Epicurean way of life—physics becomes an exhortation to 
practice concretely the initial option of which it was the expres- 
sion. It thus leads to peace of mind, and to the joy of participating 
in the life of contemplation which the gods themselves lead. Like 
the gods, the wise man gazes into the infinity: of innumerable 
worlds. The closed universe expands into infinity. 


Exercises 


In order to obtain a cure for the soul’s distress and a life in con- 
formity with the fundamental choice, it is not enough for us to be- 
come acquainted with Epicurean philosophical discourse; we 
must also exercise constantly. In the first place, we must medi- 
tate—that is, become intensely aware of, and assimilate within 
ourselves, the fundamental dogmas: “All these teachings—medi- 
tate upon them night and day, alone and also with a companion 
similar to yourself. Thus, you will feel no worries either asleep or 
awake, but will live like a god among men. Accustom yourself to 
living with the thought that death is nothing for us." 
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The systematization of dogmas and their concentration into 
summaries and sayings is intended to make them more persuasive, 
more striking, and easier to remember. For instance, consider the 
famous “fourfold remedy” intended to ensure psychic health—a 
formula that summarizes everything essential in Epicurean philo- 
sophical discourse: 


The gods are not to be feared, 
Death is not to be dreaded; 
What is good is easy to acquire 
What is bad is easy to bear.” 


Reading dogmatic treatises by Epicurus and other masters of the 
school could also be food for meditation, and could impregnate 
the soul with the fundamental intuition. 

Above all, Epicureans believed that it is necessary to practice the 
discipline of desire. We must learn to be content with what is easy 
to obtain and what satisfies the organism’s fundamental needs, 
while renouncing what is superfluous. A simple formula, but one 
that cannot but imply a radical upheaval of our lives. It means be- 
ing content with simple foods and simple clothes; renouncing 
wealth, honors, and public positions; and living in retreat. 

Such meditations and such askésis cannot be practiced in soli- 
tude. As in the Platonic school, friendship, in the Epicurean 
school, was the privileged path toward and means for the transfor- 
mation of one’s self. Masters and disciples helped one another 
closely, in order to obtain a cure for their souls. In this atmos- 
phere of friendship, Epicurus himself assumed the role of a direc- 
tor of conscience. Like Socrates and Plato, he was well aware of the 
therapeutic role of the word. Such spiritual direction can have 
meaning only if it is conducted individual to individual: "It is not 
to the crowd that I say these things, but to you. Each of us is a big 
enough audience for the other."*! 

In particular, Epicurus knew that our moral conscience is tor- 
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tured by guilt,? and that we can free ourselves from this guilt by 
admitting our faults and accepting reprimands, even if these 
sometimes provoke a state of “contrition.” Examination of one’s 
conscience, confession, and fraternal correction are indispensable 
exercises for obtaining a cure for the soul. We possess some frag- 
ments of a work by the Epicurean Philodemus entitled On Free- 
dom of Speech, which deals with the confidence and openness 
that was considered indispensable between master and disciples, 
as well as among disciples. For the master, free self-expression 
meant not being afraid to hand out reproaches; for the disciple, it 
meant not hesitating to admit one's faults, and even not being 
afraid to tell friends about their own faults. One of the school's 
primary activities thus consisted in corrective and formative dia- 
logue. 

The personality of Epicurus also played a role of the first im- 
portance. He himself had established the precedent for this: "Act 
as though Epicurus were watching you."? And the Epicureans 
echoed him: “We will obey Epicurus, whose way of life we have 
chosen."* This is perhaps why the Epicureans attached so much 
importance to portraits of their founder, which figured not only in 
paintings but also on rings. To his disciples, Epicurus appeared 
“like a god among men."*6 He was the incarnation of wisdom, and 
the model they had to imitate. 

In all this, however, effort and tension had to be avoided. On the 
contrary: the Epicureans' fundamental exercise consisted in relax- 
ation, serenity, and the art of enjoying the pleasures of the soul 
and the stable pleasures of the body. 

The pleasures of knowledge: “In the exercise of wisdom [philos- 
ophy], pleasure goes hand in hand with knowledge; for we do not 
obtain enjoyment after we learn, but learn and enjoy simulta- 
neously.”#? 

The supreme pleasure was contemplating the infinity of the 
universe and the majesty of the gods. 
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The pleasure of discussion. As is said in a letter sent to Ido- 
meneus while Epicurus was dying: “To these pains, I have opposed 
the joy I feel in my soul when I recall our philosophical conversa- 
tions."** 

The pleasures of friendship, as well. On this subject, we have the 
testimony of Cicero: "Epicurus says that of all the things which 
wisdom provides in order for us to live happily, there is nothing 
better, more fruitful, or more pleasant than friendship. Nor did he 
merely declare this; he confirmed it in his actions and habits. In 
Epicurus' one little house, what a troop of friends there was, all 
gathered together by him! What a conspiracy of love united their 
feelings!"*? 

The pleasure of a life in common, which did not disdain to al- 
low slaves and women to participate in it. A true revolution, which 
denoted a complete change in atmosphere compared to the subli- 
mated homosexuality of Plato's school. Women, who in excep- 
tional cases had already been admitted to Plato's school, were now 
part of the community. Among them were not only married 
women like Themista, wife of Leonteus of Lampsacus, but also 
courtesans like Leontion (“the Lioness”) who was portrayed in 
meditation by the painter Theorus.”° 

Finally, the pleasure of becoming aware of what is wonderful 
about existence. First of all, we must know how to master our 
thought, in order to represent mainly pleasurable things to our- 
selves, to resuscitate the memory of pleasures of the past, and to 
enjoy the pleasures of the present. We must recognize how intense 
and gratifying such immediate pleasures are, and deliberately 
choose relaxation and serenity. We should live in profound grati- 
tude toward nature and life, which constantly offer us pleasure 
and joy—if only we know how to find them. 

Meditating on death can awaken in our souls an immense grati- 
tude for the marvelous gift of existence: "Persuade yourself that 
each new day that dawns will be your last; then you will receive 


126 PHILOSOPHY AS A WAY OF LIFE 


each unexpected hour with gratitude. Recognize all the value of 
each moment of time which is added on as if it were happening by 
an incredible stroke of luck."?! 

Ernst Hoffmann has given an admirable account of the Epicu- 
rean choice of life: “Existence must, first of all, be considered as 
pure chance, in order to be lived completely as a unique wonder. 
We must realize that, inevitably, it occurs only once; not until then 
can we celebrate it in its irreplaceability and uniqueness??? 


STOICISM 


The Stoic school was founded by Zeno at the end of the fourth 
century B.c.” It got a new start near the middle of the third cen- 
tury, under the leadership of Chrysippus. Although the school 
maintained a remarkable degree of unity with regard to its funda- 
mental dogmas, it soon split into opposing camps which contin- 
ued to divide the Stoics throughout the centuries.** We have little 
information about the history of the school from the first century 
B.C. onward, but it is certain that Stoic doctrine continued to 
flourish in the Roman Empire until the second century a.p. We 
need only mention the names of Seneca, Musonius, Epictetus, and 
Marcus Aurelius. 


The Fundamental Choice 


When discussing Epicureanism, we spoke of an experience—that 
of the “flesh”; and of a choice—that of pleasure and individual in- 
terest, transfigured into the pure pleasure of existing. We must 
also talk about experience and choice with regard to Stoicism. 
Here the choice is fundamentally that made by Socrates, who in 
Plato’s Apology of Socrates declared: “For the good person, no evil 
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is possible, whether he is dead or alive?** The good person believes 
that the only evil is moral evil and that there is no good but moral 
good—namely, what we call duty or virtue. This is the supreme 
value, for which we must not hesitate to face death. The Stoic 
choice is thus situated in the direct line of the Socratic choice, and 
is diametrically opposed to the Epicurean choice: happiness con- 
sists not in pleasure or in individual interest but in the demands of 
the good, which are dictated by reason and transcend the individ- 
ual. The Stoic choice is also opposed to the Platonic choice, insofar 
as it holds that happiness—that is, the moral good—is accessible 
to all, within this life. 

The Stoic experience consists in becoming sharply aware of the 
tragic situation of human beings, who are conditioned by fate. It 
would seem that we are not free at all, for it is not up to us to be 
beautiful, strong, healthy, or rich, to feel pleasure, or to escape suf- 
fering. All these things depend on causes which are external to us. 
A necessity which is inexorable and indifferent to our individual 
interest breaks our aspirations and our hopes; we are helpless and 
defenseless in the face of the accidents of life, the setbacks of for- 
tune, illness, and death. Everything in our life escapes us. The re- 
sult of this is that people are unhappy, because they passionately 
seek to acquire things which they cannot obtain and to flee evils 
which are inevitable. There is one thing, and only one, which does 
depend on us and which nothing can tear away from us: the will to 
do good and to act in conformity with reason. There is thus a radi- 
cal opposition between what depends on us and can therefore be 
either good or bad, since it is the object of our decision, and what 
depends not on us” but on external causes and fate and which is 
therefore indifferent. The will to do good is an unbreachable for- 
tress which everyone can construct within themselves. It is there 
that we can find freedom, independence, invulnerability, and that 
eminently Stoic value, coherence with ourselves. Seneca summed 
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up this attitude in the following saying: “Always want the same 
thing; always refuse the same thing. For the same thing can please 
people universally and constantly only if it is morally right? 
Such self-coherence is the domain of reason. Rational discourse 
cannot but be self-coherent; and living according to reason means 
submitting to this demand for coherence. Zeno defined the Stoic 
choice of life as follows: “To live coherently—that is, according to 
a rule of life which is unique and harmonious. For those who live 


in incoherence are unhappy.” 


Physics 

Stoic philosophical discourse contained three parts: physics, logic, 
and ethics. Philosophical discourse about physics aimed to justify 
the choice of life we have just mentioned, and to make explicit the 
way of being-in-the-world which it implies. For the Stoics, as for 
the Epicureans, physics was not developed for its own sake but had 
an ethical finality: "One teaches physics only so that one can teach 
the distinction which must be established with regard to goods 
and evils."?? In the first instance, we can say that Stoic physics was 
indispensable for ethics, because it showed people that there are 
some things which are not in their power but depend on causes 
external to them—causes which are linked in a necessary, rational 
manner. 

It also has an ethical finality, insofar as the rationality of human 
action is based on the rationality of nature. From the point of view 
of physics, the will for self-coherence, which is the basis of the 
Stoic choice, appears as a fundamental law within material reality, 
internal to each being and to the totality of beings.? From the 
first moment of their existence, living beings are instinctively in 
tune with themselves; they strive to preserve themselves, and they 
love their own existence and everything that can preserve it. Yet 
the world itself is also one single living being which is likewise in 
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tune with itself and self-coherent. Just as within a systematic, or- 
ganized unity, everything in the world is related to everything else, 
all is in all, and everything needs everything else. 

The Stoic choice of life both postulates and demands, simulta- 
neously, that the universe be rational. “Is it possible that there 
could be order in us, but that disorder should reign in the All?!” 
Human reason, which seeks logical and dialectical coherence with 
itself and posits morality, must be based upon a Reason possessed 
by the All, of which it is only a portion. Living in conformity with 
reason thus means living in conformity with nature, or the univer- 
sal Law, which causes the evolution of the world from within. It is 
a rational universe, but at the same time totally material: Stoic 
Reason was identical to Heraclitean Fire. According to Georges 
Rodier and Victor Goldschmidt, it is material because of the Stoic 
choice of life."? Stoic materialism is explained by the desire to 
make happiness available to all, within this world, which is not op- 
posed to any superior world. 

Just as they rationally justified their radically different options, 
Stoics and Epicureans posited radically opposing physics. For the 
Epicureans, although bodies consist of aggregates of atoms, they 
do not form a true unity, and the universe is merely a juxtaposi- 
tion of elements which do not blend together. Each being is an in- 
dividuality—atomized, as it were, and isolated with regard to the 
others. Everything is external to everything else, and everything 
happens by chance; within the infinite void, an infinity of worlds 
is formed. For the Stoics, on the contrary, everything is within 
everything else, bodies are organic wholes, and everything hap- 
pens by rational necessity. Within infinite time, there is only one 
cosmos, which repeats itself endlessly. These two schemes of phys- 
ics were mutually contradictory yet analogous, for both schools 
sought to base the possibility of their existential choice upon na- 
ture itself. The Epicureans believed that the spontaneity of atomic 
particles which could deviate from their trajectory made human 
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freedom possible, as well as the askésis of desire, whereas the Stoics 
based human reason upon nature conceived as universal Reason. 
Their explanation of human freedom was, however, much more 
complex. 

Indeed, in order to explain the possibility of freedom, it is not 
enough simply to base human reason upon cosmic Reason; for 
cosmic Reason corresponds to rigorous necessity. This is particu- 
larly so because the Stoics imagined cosmic Reason according to 
the Heraclitean model of a force called Fire—a kind of breath and 
vital heat which mixed itself totally with matter and engendered 
all beings. It was like a seed in which all seeds are contained, and 
from which they develop. The cosmos is in tune with itself and 
self-coherent; as Reason, it necessarily wills itself to be just what it 
is—so much so, that it repeats itself in an eternally identical cycle 
in which fire, as it transforms itself into the other elements, finally 
returns to itself. The reason the cosmos repeats itself, eternally 
identical, is that it is rational—that is to say, “logical.” It is the only 
cosmos, both possible and necessary, that Reason can produce. It 
cannot produce one which is either better or worse. In such a cos- 
mos, everything is necessarily linked together, in conformity with 
the principle of causality: “There is no movement without a cause. 
If this is so, everything happens by the causes which give impulses. 
If this is so, everything happens by fate.” The slightest event im- 
plies the entire series of causes, the linkage of all preceding events, 
and finally the whole universe. Whether people like it or not, then, 
things necessarily happen the way they happen. Universal Reason 
cannot act otherwise, precisely because it is perfectly rational. 

How, then, is moral choice possible? The price that must be 
paid in order for morality to be possible is freedom of choice. It is 
the possibility that human beings, by refusing to accept fate, can 
revolt against universal order and act or think against universal 
Reason or against nature—in other words, separate themselves 
from the universe and become strangers and exiles from the great 
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city of the world.’ Such a refusal would not change anything 
about the order of the world. According to a saying of the Stoic 
Cleanthes, taken up by Seneca: “The Fates guide the person who 
accepts them, and hinder the person who resists them." Reason 
includes all resistance, opposition, and obstacles within its plan 
for the world, and makes them contribute to its success.!? 

Once more, however, it will be asked how such freedom of 
choice is possible. The answer is that the form of reason proper to 
human beings is not universal Reason—the substantial, formative 
reason which is immediately immanent within things. Instead, it 
is a discursive reason, which has the power, in judgments and in 
the discourses it enunciates about reality, to give meaning to the 
events which Fate imposes upon it and the actions it produces. 
Human passions, as well as morality, are situated within this uni- 
verse of meaning. In the words of Epictetus: “It is not things [in 
their materiality] which trouble us, but the judgments we bring to 
bear upon things [that is, the meaning we give them]! 


The Theory of Knowledge 


The Stoic theory of knowledge has two aspects. On the one hand, 
it affirms that perceptible objects mark our sensory faculties with 
their imprint, and that we absolutely cannot doubt certain presen- 
tations which bear the mark of this indisputable obviousness. 
These are the so-called “objective” or “comprehensive” presenta- 
tions. They do not depend on our will; rather, our inner discourse 
enunciates and describes their content, and we either give or with- 
hold our consent from this enunciation. It is here that the possi- 
bility of error—and therefore freedom—is located.” In order to 
help us understand this subjective, voluntary aspect of presenta- 
tions, Chrysippus used the comparison of a cylinder.'? The entire 
network of causes and events—in other words, Fate—can set a 
cylinder in motion; but the cylinder will still roll in accordance 
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with its particular cylindrical form. In the same way, the linked 
network of causes can bring about a specific sensation within us, 
thereby giving us the opportunity to utter a judgment upon this 
sensation, and accord or deny our assent to this judgment. Such 
assent, however, even if it is set in motion by Fate, still has its own 
proper form, and is free and independent. 

To gain a clearer understanding of what the Stoics meant, we 
might develop an example suggested by Epictetus. If I am out on 
the high seas and perceive a peal of thunder and the whistling 
winds of a storm, I cannot deny that I perceive these terrifying 
sounds, for that is a comprehensive and objective presentation. 
My perception is the result of the entire linked network of causes, 
and therefore of Fate. If I merely note within myself that Fate has 
confronted me with a storm, then my inner discourse corresponds 
exactly to the objective presentation, and I am in the domain of 
truth. In fact, however, my perception of these sounds will no 
doubt cause in me a state of terror, which is a passion. Under the 
sway of emotion, I will say to myself: “Here I am in a state of mis- 
ery. I may die, and death is an evil.” If I give my assent to this inner 
discourse which is caused by terror, I will be in error as a Stoic, 
since my fundamental existential option is precisely that there is 
no other evil than moral evil." In general, it seems that error— 
but at the same time freedom—is situated in the value judgments 
which I bring to bear upon events. The right moral attitude con- 
sists in recognizing as good or evil only that which is morally good 
or evil, and in considering as neither good nor bad, and therefore 
indifferent, that which is morally neither good nor bad. 


Moral Theory 
The opposition between the domain of the “moral” and that of 
the “indifferent” can be defined in still another way: that which is 
moral (in other words, good or bad) depends on us, and that 
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which does not depend on us is indifferent. The only thing that 
depends on us is our moral intention, or the meaning we give to 
events. That which does not depend on us corresponds to the nec- 
essary linkage of cause and effect—in other words, to Fate, the 
course of nature, or the actions of other human beings. Thus, life 
and death, health and sickness, pleasure and suffering, beauty and 
ugliness, strength and weakness, wealth and poverty, nobility and 
baseness, political careers—all are indifferent, because they do not 
depend on us. In principle, all this must be indifferent to us. In 
other words, we should not introduce differences among them, 
but accept what happens as willed by Fate: “Do not try to make 
things happen the way you want, but want what happens to hap- 
pen the way it happens, and you will be happy”!!! 

This is a complete reversal of the usual way of looking at things. 
We move from a “human” vision of reality, in which our value 
judgments depend on social conventions and on our passions, to a 
“natural” or “physical” vision of things, which resituates each 
event within the perspective of nature and universal Reason.!? 
Stoic indifference is profoundly different from Skeptic indiffer- 
ence. For the Pyrrhonist, everything is indifferent because we can- 
not know, with regard to any particular thing, whether it is good 
or bad. There is only one thing which is not indifferent, and that is 
indifference itself. For the Stoics, too, there is only one thing which 
is not indifferent; but here it is moral intention, which is good and 
engages human beings to modify themselves and their attitude 
with regard to the world. Indifference consists in making no dif- 
ferences, but in equally wanting—and even equally loving— 
everything that is willed by Fate. 

We may well ask, however, how the Stoic can orient himself in 
life if everything outside of moral intention is indifferent. Will he 
marry, take part in politics, practice a trade, serve his country? 
This is where an essential part of Stoic moral doctrine steps in: the 
theory of “duties” (as opposed to duty in general), or of “appro- 
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priate actions."!? This theory permits the beneficent will to find 
material on which it can practice, to be guided by a code of practi- 
cal conduct, and to attribute a relative value to indifferent things, 
which in principle are without value. 

To find a basis for this theory of “duties,” the Stoics return to 
their fundamental intuition: that of the living being’s instinctive, 
original accord with itself, which expresses the deepest will of na- 
ture. Living beings have an innate tendency to preserve themselves 
and to repel that which threatens their integrity. When human 
reason appears, natural instinct becomes reflective, reasoned 
choice: something is chosen because it responds to the natural 
tendencies, such as the love of life and of children, or love for one’s 
fellow citizens, which is based on the instinct of sociability. To 
marry, to be active politically, to serve one’s country—all these ac- 
tions are appropriate to human nature, and therefore have value. 
What characterizes “appropriate actions” is the fact that they 
partly depend on us, since they are actions which presuppose a 
moral intention, and partly do not depend on us, since their suc- 
cess hinges not our will alone but also on other people or on cir- 
cumstances, external events, and ultimately Fate. This theory of 
duties or appropriate actions allows philosophers to orient them- 
selves in the uncertainty of everyday life by proposing probable 
choices which our reason can approve, although it is never abso- 
lutely certain that it is acting correctly. What counts, after all, is 
not the result of our actions, for this is always uncertain; nor is it 
effectiveness. Instead, it is the intention of doing good.'"* The Stoic 
always acts “under reserve”: he tells himself, “I want to do X, if 
Fate permits.” If Fate does not permit it, he will try to succeed in 
some other way, or else he will accept Fate by “willing what hap- 
pens.” 

The Stoic always acts “under reserve’—but he does act, taking 
part in social and political life. This is another important point 
which separates him from the Epicureans, who in principle retire 


THE HELLENISTIC SCHOOLS 135 


from everything that may cause worry. The Stoic does not act in 
his own material or even spiritual interest, but acts in a way which 
is always disinterested and in the service of the human commu- 
nity: “No school has more goodness and gentleness; none has 
more love for mankind or is more devoted to the common good. 
The goal it assigns for us is to be useful, to help others, and to take 
care not only of ourselves but of everyone in general and of each 


person in particular.”!!° 


Exercises 


Because we have lost most of the writings of Zeno and Chrysip- 
pus, the founders of the sect, we have far fewer testimonies on the 
spiritual exercises practiced in the Stoic school than on the exer- 
cises practiced by the Epicureans. The most interesting reports are 
those of Cicero, Philo of Alexandria, Seneca, Epictetus, and 
Marcus Aurelius; they are relatively late but probably draw on a 
previous tradition, which we can see traces of in some fragments 
by Chrysippus and even by Zeno. It thus seems that in Stoicism 
the parts of philosophy were not only theoretical discourses but 
exercise themes, which had to be practiced concretely if one 
wanted to live as a philosopher. 

Logic, for instance, was not limited to an abstract theory of rea- 
soning, nor even to school exercises in syllogistics; rather, there 
was a daily practice of logic applied to the problems of everyday 
life. Logic was thus the mastery of inner discourse. This was all the 
more necessary since, in conformity with Socratic intellectualism, 
the Stoics believed that the human passions correspond to a mis- 
use of human discourse. In other words, they are the result of er- 
rors in judgment and in reasoning. We must therefore monitor 
our inner discourse to see whether erroneous value judgments 
have crept into it, for this would add something foreign to the 
comprehensive representation. Marcus Aurelius advises us to con- 


136 PHILOSOPHY AS A WAY OF LIFE 


struct a definition of objects that present themselves (in other 
words, things or events that provoke our passion) which is, as it 
were, “physical”: “Look at the object itself as it is in its essence, in 
its nudity, and tell yourself the name which is peculiar to it"! 
This exercise consists in focusing on reality as it is, without adding 
to it value judgments inspired by conventions, prejudices, or the 
passions: ^This [Imperial] purple is sheepskin soaked in the blood 
of a shellfish. Sexual union is the rubbing together of abdomens, 
with the spasmodic ejaculation of a sticky fluid." Here, logical 
practice meets the domain of physics, for a definition such as this 
is formulated from the point of view of nature, without any sub- 
jective or anthropomorphic considerations. The reason for this is 
that Stoic physics, like Stoic logic, was no merely abstract theory 
but a theme for spiritual exercises. 

Putting theory into practice begins with an exercise that con- 
sists in recognizing oneself as a part of the Whole, elevating one- 
self to cosmic consciousness, or immersing oneself within the to- 
tality of the cosmos. While meditating on Stoic physics, we are to 
try to see all things within the perspective of universal Reason. To 
achieve this, we must practice the imaginative exercise which con- 
sists in seeing all human things from above.''* 

From the same perspective, we are to practice seeing things as 
being in a constant state of metamorphosis: "Acquire a method for 
contemplating how all things transform themselves into one an- 
other. Concentrate your attention on this without ceasing, and ex- 
ercise yourself on this point. Observe every object, and imagine 
that it is dissolving and in full transformation; it is rotting and 
wasting away."!? This vision of universal metamorphosis leads to 
the meditation on death, which is always imminent but which we 
should accept as a fundamental law of universal order. In the last 
analysis, physics as a spiritual exercise leads the philosopher to 
give loving consent to the events which have been willed by that 
Reason which is immanent to the cosmos.!”° 
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It is not, moreover, simply a matter of consenting to events once 
they have happened; we must also prepare ourselves for them. 
One of the best-known Stoic spiritual exercises consisted in the 
“pre-exercise” (praemeditatio) of "evils which we could gloss as 
an exercise which prepares us for facing trials.'?' Here, we imagine 
in advance various difficulties, reversals of fortune, sufferings, and 
death. Philo of Alexandria says that those who practice prae- 
meditatio "do not flinch beneath the blows of Fate, because they 
have calculated its attacks in advance; for of those things which 
happen against our will, even the most painful are lessened by 
foresight, when our thought no longer encounters anything unex- 
pected in events but dulls the perception of them, as if they were 
old, worn-out things.”!”* 

Yet the exercise was more complex than this description might 
lead us to think. When practicing it, philosophers not only wished 
to dull the shock of reality; they also wanted to steep themselves 
thoroughly in the truths of Stoicism and restore their inner tran- 
quillity and peace of mind. We must not be afraid to think in ad- 
vance about events which other people consider unfortunate. On 
the contrary, we are to think of them often, in order to tell our- 
selves, above all, that future evils are not evils, because they do not 
depend on us, and do not pertain to morality. The thought of im- 
minent death also transforms our way of acting in a radical way, 
by forcing us to become aware of the infinite value of each instant: 
“We must accomplish each of life's actions as if it were the last"? 
With the exercises of foreseeing evils and foreseeing death, we shift 
almost unnoticeably from practiced philosophy to practiced eth- 
ics. Such foresight is intimately linked to action, as practiced by 
Stoic philosophers. When they act, they foresee all obstacles, and 
nothing happens contrary to their expectations. Their moral in- 
tention remains whole, even if obstacles arise.!*4 

We have seen how, in a philosophy that is put into practice, the 
limits between the parts of philosophy become indistinct. The ex- 
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ercise of definition is both logical and physical; the thought of 
death, or the exercise of foreseeing difficulties, is both physical and 
ethical. By mixing the parts of philosophy in this way, the Stoics 
probably wanted to respond to Ariston of Chios, a first-generation 
Stoic who strove to eliminate the physical and logical parts of phi- 
losophy and allowed only ethics to remain.” According to these 
Stoics, Ariston was right to consider philosophy as a practice, but 
the logical and physical parts of philosophy were not purely theo- 
retical. Rather, they too corresponded to a lived philosophy. For 
them, philosophy was a unique act which had to be practiced at 
each instant, with constantly renewed attention (prosokhé) to one- 
self and to the present moment. The Stoic’s fundamental attitude 
is this continuous attention, which means constant tension and 
consciousness, as well as vigilance exercised at every moment. 
Thanks to this attention, the philosopher is always perfectly aware 
not only of what he is doing, but also of what he is thinking (this is 
the task of lived logic) and of what he is—in other words, of his 
place within the cosmos. This is lived physics. Such self-conscious- 
ness is, above all, moral consciousness, which seeks at every mo- 
ment to purify and rectify our intentions. At every instant, it is 
careful to allow no other motive for action than the will to do 
good. Yet such self-consciousness is not merely moral; it is also a 
cosmic and rational consciousness. Attentive people live in the 
constant presence of the universal Reason which is immanent 
within the cosmos. They see all things from the perspective of this 
Reason, and consent joyfully to its will. 

To this lived philosophy—the exercise, simultaneously unique 
and complex, of wisdom—the Stoics opposed theoretical philo- 
sophical discourse. Made up of propositions, this discourse com- 
prises logic, physics, and ethics as distinct parts. By this they 
meant that when we wish to teach philosophy and invite people to 
practice it, we are obliged to use discourse; that is, we must set 
forth physical theory, logical theory, and ethical theory in a series 
of propositions. When we strive to train ourselves for wisdom— 
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that is, to live philosophically—everything enunciated separately 
in teaching must now be lived and practiced inseparably."* 

For the Stoics, the same Reason was at work in nature (and : 
physics), in the human community (and ethics), and in individual 
thought (and logic). The single act of the philosopher in training 
for wisdom thus came to coincide with the unique act of universal 
Reason, which is present within all things and in tune with itself. 


ARISTOTELIANISM 


The Aristotelians of the Hellenistic Age were, above all, scholars." 


Only Theophrastus, Aristotle's first successor, seems to have been, 
like his master, both a contemplative and an organizer of research, 
particularly in the field of natural history. After Theophrastus, the 
school seems to have specialized in encyclopedic research, espe- 
cially on topics in historical and literary fields such as biography, 
ethnology, and characterology. They also did research in physics, 
the elaboration of logic, and rhetorical exercises. Unfortunately, 
only small fragments of this immense amount of work have been 
preserved. The astronomer Aristarchus of Samos (third century 
B.C.) came up with the hypothesis that the sun and the stars were 
immobile and the earth revolved around the sun, while each ro- 
tated on its own axis."? In the works of Strato of Lampsacus, who 
professed a materialist physics, we find some attempts at experi- 
mental physics, particularly with regard to the void. We have only 
a few fragments on the ethics of moderating the passions (a doc- 
trine preached by the Aristotelians of this period) and on their at- 
titude concerning the proper way to conduct our lives.!? 


THE PLATONIC ACADEMY 


Toward the middle of the third century B.c., when Arcesilaus be- 
came head of the Platonic Academy, the school witnessed a kind 
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of return to the Socratic choice of life.'*° Philosophical discourse 
once again became critical, questioning, and aporetic. This, more- 
over, explains why Arcesilaus wrote nothing. His teaching method 
consisted in using argumentation to refute the theses that his au- 
ditors were invited to suggest.?! When a specific thesis was pro- 
posed, he set about demonstrating that the opposite could just as 
well be proved, and he thus showed the impossibility of making 
affirmations that are capable of attaining absolute certainty and 
truth. We must therefore suspend all judgment— but this does not 
mean we must suspend all our research and critical activity. Such 
reasoning was a return to Socratism, for Socrates said in the Apol- 
ogy that, in his eyes, the supreme good was to examine everything, 
and that a life which was not devoted to such research would not 
be worth living. Happiness would thus consist in this never- 
ending quest.!? Ultimately, however, it is also a return to the Pla- 
tonic definition of philosophy: the consciousness of knowing 
nothing and of lacking wisdom, which belongs only to the gods.'? 
According to Arcesilaus, Plato had seen that human beings cannot 
accede to absolute knowledge. Like Socrates, Arcesilaus taught 
nothing, but, also like Socrates, he troubled and fascinated his au- 
ditors. He educated them by teaching them to free themselves 
from their prejudices, developing their critical sense, and inviting 
them, as Socrates did, to question themselves.'?* 

Nevertheless, it seems that we can detect a difference with re- 
gard to Socratism. Socrates and Arcesilaus both denounced false 
knowledge and false certainty, but Socrates criticized the opinions 
and prejudices of “philosophers” (who for him were the Sophists) 
and nonphilosophers. Arcesilaus, by contrast, criticized primarily 
the false knowledge and false certainties of the dogmatic philoso- 
phers. For him, philosophy consisted in pointing out the contra- 
dictions of a philosophical discourse like that of the Stoics or the 
Epicureans, which claimed to achieve certainty in things both di- 
vine and human. Moral life has no need to be based on principles 
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and justified by philosophical discourse; instead, Arcesilaus, like 
Socrates and Plato, accepts that human beings have within them a 
fundamental, innate desire for the good and a natural tendency 
to act in a way which is good.’ By purifying themselves of all 
opinion and completely suspending their judgment, philosophers 
can thus rediscover their natural tendencies, which precede all 
speculation. If we follow these tendencies—and it is reasonable 
to yield to them" —then moral action will be justified. Ancient 
writers generally agreed in recognizing Arcesilaus’ extraordinary 
goodness, and the delicacy with which he practiced benevo- 
lence.? 

With Arcesilaus' successors Carneades and Philo of Larissa, the 
Academy evolved in the direction of probabilism. It was accepted 
that if the truth could not be attained, at least it was possible to 
reach what was probable—that is, solutions which could reason- 
ably be accepted, in the domain of science as well as (most impor- 
tantly) in the field of moral practice.* This philosophical ten- 
dency had an immense influence on modern philosophy, thanks 
to the great success of the philosophical works of Cicero, both in 
the Renaissance and in modern times. In his writings we can ob- 
serve Academic philosophy at work. It left to the individual the 
freedom to choose, in each concrete case, the attitude which he 
judged to be best according to the circumstances—whether this 
attitude was inspired by Stoicism, Epicureanism, or another phi- 
losophy—and refrained from imposing a mode of conduct dic- 
tated by principles fixed in advance. Cicero often boasts of the 
freedom of the Academic, who is not bound by any system: “We 
Academics live from day to day (that is, we make our judgments 
according to each particular case), . . . and that is why we are free. 
We enjoy greater liberty and are more independent; our power 
of judgment knows no obstacles; we do not have to obey any 
prescriptions or orders. I would almost say that we are under no 
obligation to defend any cause whatsoever"? Here, philosophy 
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appears as essentially an activity of choice and decision, the re- 
sponsibility for which is assumed only by the individual.’ It is the 
individual who judges what is suitable to his way of living in the 
various philosophical discourses which are offered to him. Moral 
options find their justification in themselves, independently of the 
metaphysical hypotheses constructed by philosophical dis- 
course—just as the human will is independent of external causes, 
and finds its cause within itself.'*! 

Within the Academy of Arcesilaus and Carneades, which in- 
cluded Cicero and even later philosophers like Plutarch? and 
Favorinus (second century a.p.), the distinction between dis- 
course about philosophy and philosophy itself was particularly 
clear. Philosophy was, above all, an art of living; # but two views 
on the subject were current in the Academy. Either, as Arcesilaus 
thought, theoretical philosophical discourses are incapable of 
grounding or justifying this art of living, and only critical dis- 
course can introduce us to it; or else, as Carneades and Cicero 
held, theoretical and dogmatic philosophical discourses are only 
fragmentary, ephemeral means, used on a case-by-case basis, de- 
pending on their greater or lesser effectiveness in the concrete 
practice of philosophical life. 


SKEPTICISM 


With Skepticism," the distinction between philosophy and philo- 
sophical discourse reaches an extreme point. As A.-J. Voelke has 
shown, skeptical philosophical discourse leads to its own suppres- 
sion: it abandons the field in favor of a way of life. 

Skeptic philosophy—that is, the Skeptic way or choice of life— 
was the choice of tranquillity and peace of mind. Like all other 
philosophers of the Hellenistic period, the Skeptic put forth, “out 


of love for human beings," his diagnostic of the causes of hu- 
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man unhappiness, and he proposed a remedy and curative ther- 
apy for this suffering: 


He who thinks that a thing is beautiful or ugly by nature never 
stops worrying. When he finds he lacks something he considers 
good, he imagines he is enduring the worst torments, and he hurls 
himself into the search for what he thinks is good. No sooner does 
he come to possess it, however, than he is plunged into myriad wor- 
ries brought about by his being excited excessively and beyond rea- 
son. Fearing that his luck will not last, he does everything possible 
so that what he thinks is good will not be taken away from him. By 
contrast, he who utters no opinion on what is naturally good or on 
whatis naturally bad flees nothing, and does not exhaust himself in 
vain pursuits. In this way, he is free of troubles. 

Thus, what happens to the Skeptic is the same as what they say 
happened to the painter Apelles. One day he was painting a horse, 
and wanted to represent the foam from the horse's mouth on his 
canvas. He gave up in a fury, and hurled at the canvas the sponge 
with which he wiped his brushes; this left a trace of color which 
imitated the horse's foam. Similarly, the Skeptics hoped to obtain 
freedom from trouble by using their judgment to resolve the con- 
tradiction between what appears to us and what is conceived of; 
when they did not achieve this, they suspended their judgment. 
Happily, freedom from trouble accompanied the suspension of 
their judgment, as shadows accompany bodies.1# 


Just as Apelles was able to achieve perfection in art by renouncing 
art, so the Skeptic was able to realize the philosophical work of 
art—that is, peace of mind—by renouncing philosophy, in the 
sense of philosophical discourse. 

Yet philosophical discourse is required in order to eliminate 
philosophical discourse. We know this Skeptical philosophical dis- 
course thanks to Sextus Empiricus, a physician who wrote at the 
end of the second century A.D. Sextus also gives us precious infor- 
mation on the history of the Skeptic movement. The Skeptics con- 
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sidered Pyrrho the model of the Skeptic way of life. It seems, how- 
ever, that the technical argumentation of Skeptic philosophical 
discourse was not formulated until much later, perhaps in the first 
century B.C., when Aenesidemus!** enumerated ten types of argu- 
ment that justified the suspension of all judgment. They were 
based on the diversity and contradictions among sense percep- 

tions and beliefs; the diversity of customs and religious practices; 
the diversity of reactions to rare or frequent phenomena; the di- 
versity of perceptions according to the organs of perception in an- 
imals and in human beings; the diversity of perceptions according 
to the circumstances and inner dispositions of individuals; and 
the diversity of perceptions according to whether one considers 
things on a large or a small scale, from near or from afar, or from 
such-and-such an angle. Aenesidemus also taught that everything 
is mixed with and related to everything else, which made it impos- 
sible to perceive things all by themselves, and finally that the 
senses are the source of illusion. Agrippa,'” another Skeptic later 
than Aenesidemus, proposed five other arguments against the 
dogmatic logicians: philosophers contradict one another; in order 
to prove something, it is necessary to continue to infinity, con- 
struct a vicious circle, or postulate undemonstrable principles in 
an unfounded way; ultimately, all things are relative; all things 
presuppose everything else; and it is impossible to know them ei- 
ther separately or in their totality. 

This philosophical discourse leads to epokhé, or the suspension 
of our adherence to dogmatic philosophical discourse, including 
Skeptical discourse, which, like a purgative, evacuates itself along 
with the humors whose evacuation it provokes.'°° André-Jean 
Voelke rightly compares this attitude to that of Wittgenstein, who, 
at the end of the Tractatus, rejects the propositions of the Tractatus 
like a ladder which has become useless. Likewise, Wittgenstein op- 
poses philosophy as pathology to philosophy as a cure.'*! 

What is left after this elimination of philosophical discourse by 
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philosophical discourse? Only a way of life. Life itself, everyday life 
as everyone leads it.^? This is to be the Skeptic’s rule of life: simply 
to utilize his natural resources—his senses and intelligence—just 
as lay people do. We are to conform to the customs, laws, and in- 
stitutions of our country, and follow our natural tendencies and 
dispositions—eat when we are hungry, drink when we are thirsty. 
Was this a naive return to simplicity? Perhaps; but the philosopher 
in question was anything but naive. Since the Skeptic was con- 
vinced that it is impossible to know whether one thing or event is 
better than another thing or event, he would enjoy firmly estab- 
lished peace of mind, thanks to his suspension of all value judg- 
ments on things. Such suspension would diminish his pain and 
suffering, should he ever have to face them, because it would pre- 
vent him from adding to his suffering or setbacks the agonizing 
thought that what he is experiencing is an evil. In everything he 
did, he was to limit himself to describing what he experienced, 
without adding anything about what things are or what they are 
worth. He was to be content to describe the sensory representa- 
tions he had, and to enunciate the state of his sensory apparatus, 
without adding to it his opinion.'? Like the Epicureans and the 
Stoics, moreover, the Skeptics used short, striking sayings to renew 
their choice of life at each moment. Some examples are: “This is 
no better than that,” “Perhaps,” “All is indeterminate,” "Everything 
escapes comprehension,” “Every argument is opposed by an equal 
argument,” “I suspend my judgment.” As we can see, the Skeptic 
way of life also required exercises of thought and the will; and it 
was a choice of life based on the elimination of philosophical dis- 
course. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Philosophical Schools in the 
Imperial Period 


GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS 


The New Schools 


During the Hellenistic period and at the beginning of the Roman 
conquest, philosophical educational institutions were, as we have 
seen, concentrated primarily in Athens. All of them, it seems, ex- 
cept the school of the Epicureans, disappeared at the end of the 
Roman Republic or the beginning of the Empire. This was the re- 
sult of a highly complex set of historical circumstances, of which 
Sulla's destruction of Athens in 87 B.c. was perhaps not the most 
important. Beginning with the first century B.c., we find philo- 
sophical schools opening up in many cities of the Roman Empire, 
particularly in Asia, Alexandria, and Rome. The result was a pro- 
found transformation of the methods of teaching philosophy. 
There were still only four great schools (here we are justified in 
taking the word “school” to mean “doctrinal tendency"): Platon- 
ism, Aristotelianism, Stoicism, and Epicureanism, together with 
two more complex phenomena, Skepticism and Cynicism. From 
the third and fourth centuries on, Epicureanism and Skepticism 
gradually disappeared almost completely with the advent of Neo- 
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platonism, which was, in a sense, a fusion of Aristotelianism and 
Platonism. This tendency had first been sketched as early as the 
beginning of the first century, with the Platonic Academy under 
Antiochus of Ascalon.? Its definitive acceptance, however, took 
place only in the third century A.D., first with Porphyry and then 
in post-Plotinian Neoplatonism.? 

In this period, philosophical education was no longer given in 
educational institutions which had maintained continuity with 
their founders. Each important town had institutions in which 
one could learn about Platonism, Aristotelianism, Stoicism, or 
Epicureanism. We can thus observe the culmination of a process 
which had begun at the end of the Hellenistic period: the teaching 
of philosophy was taken over by the government.* This movement 
had begun in the Athens of the second century B.c., when the 
official curriculum for the Athenian ephebes included lessons by 
philosophers; the latter were probably chosen as representatives of 
one or another of the four great sects? The city probably gave its 
philosophers some remuneration for such participation in a pub- 
lic service. Be this as it may, municipal philosophical education, 
paid for by the cities, tends to become more and more generalized 
in the Imperial period. This movement reached its apogee and its 
consecration when, in 176 A.D., the emperor Marcus Aurelius 
founded four Imperial chairs of philosophy for the teaching of the 
four traditional doctrines (Platonism, Aristotelianism, Epicurean- 
ism, and Stoicism). These chairs had no continuity with the an- 
cient Athenian institutions; instead, they were an attempt on the 
emperor's part to reestablish Athens as a center of philosophical 
culture. Indeed, students thronged once again to the ancient city. 
It is likely that the Aristotelian chair at Athens had a famous occu- 
pant at the end of the second century a.D.: the great Aristotelian 
commentator Alexander of Aphrodisias. 

In addition to these municipal and Imperial civil servants, there 
were always private philosophy professors who opened schools— 
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which sometimes had no successor—in one of the various cities of 
the Empire. Examples of this trend were Ammonius Saccas in Al- 
exandria, Plotinus in Rome, and Iamblichus in Syria. We must 
bear in mind that from the fourth to the sixth centuries, the Neo- 
platonic school of Athens under the leadership of Plutarch of Ath- 
ens, Syrianus, and Proclus was a private institution, kept afloat by 
subsidies from wealthy pagans. It had nothing to do with the Im- 
perial chair in Platonism founded by Marcus Aurelius.’ The Pla- 
tonic school in Athens succeeded in artificially resuscitating the 
organization of the Old Academy and reestablishing properties 
analogous to those of the school of Plato, which the scholarchs be- 
queathed to one another. As in ancient times, the scholarchs called 
themselves “diadochs” (successors); and the members of the 
schools tried to live in the Pythagorean and Platonic way, which, 
they thought, had been that of the Old Academics. All this was, 
however, not the continuation but the re-creation of a tradition 
they supposed to be alive and uninterrupted. 

The dispersal of the philosophical schools had consequences for 
teaching, as well. We can probably speak of a kind of democratiza- 
tion, with all the risks and advantages such a situation can entail. 
No matter where one lived within the Empire, it was not necessary 
to travel great distances to initiate oneself into a specific philoso- 
phy. Yet these numerous schools were, for the most part, no longer 
in living continuity with their great ancestors. Their libraries no 
longer contained the texts of the lessons and discussions of the 
various heads of the school—texts which were communicated 
only to adepts—and there was no longer an uninterrupted chain 
of heads of the schools. | 

The situation called for a return to the sources. From this point 
on, instruction would consist in explaining the texts of the “au- 
thorities" —for instance, the dialogues of Plato, the treatises of Ar- 
istotle, or the works of Chrysippus and his successors. During the 
preceding period, by contrast, scholarly activity had consisted 
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above all in training students in methods of thought and argu- 
mentation, and the important members of a school often had very 
different opinions; but during the period we are now examining, 
the teaching of a school orthodoxy became essential. Freedom of 
discussion had always existed, but it became much more re- 
stricted. There were many reasons for this transformation. In the 
first place, Skeptics and Academics like Arcesilaus and Carneades 
had devoted most of their teaching to criticizing the ideas, and of- 
ten the texts, of the dogmatic schools. Thus, discussion of texts 
had become a part of teaching. Second, as the years went by, the 
texts written by the schools’ founders had become difficult for ap- 
prentice philosophers to understand. Above all, the truth was now 
conceived as faithfulness to a tradition, which originated in “au- 
thorities.” 

In such a scholarly, professorial atmosphere, there was often a 
tendency to be satisfied with knowing the dogmas of the four 
great schools, without worrying about strictly personal training. 
Apprentice philosophers were more often interested in improving 
their overall culture than in the existential choice of life which 
philosophy demands. Nevertheless, many testimonies indicate 
that throughout this period, philosophy continued to be con- 
ceived as an attempt at spiritual progress and a means of inner 
transformation. 


Teaching Methods: The Era of the Commentator 


A large body of evidence reveals a radical change in the manner of 
teaching, which seems to have begun as early as the end of the sec- 
ond century B.c. We know, for instance, that the Roman statesman 
Crassus had read Plato’s Gorgias in Athens under the direction of 
the Academic philosopher Charmadas in 110 B.c.8 We must note, 
moreover, that the literary genre of the philosophical commentary 
was very old. Around 300 B.c., the Platonist Crantor had com- 
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posed a commentary on Plato's Timaeus. The radical change that 
took place around the first century s.c. consisted in the fact that 
from this point on, philosophical teaching itself essentially took 
on the form of textual commentary. 

On this point, we possess precious evidence from a Latin author 
of the second century a.p. He tells us that the Platonist Taurus, 
who was teaching in Athens at the time, used to recall nostalgically 
the discipline which prevailed in primitive Pythagorean commu- 
nities. He opposed this discipline to the attitude of modern disci- 
ples, who, he said, “want to decide for themselves the order in 
which they will learn philosophy.” "This one here is burning to be- 
gin with Plato's Symposium because of the orgy of Alcibiades; this 
other one, with the Phaedrus, because of the speech by Lysias. 
There are even some who want to read Plato—not in order to 
make their lives better, but in order to adorn their language and 
their style; not in order to become more temperate, but in order to 
acquire more charm.” For Platonists, learning philosophy meant 
‘reading Plato. We can add that for the Aristotelians, it meant read- 
ing Aristotle; for the Stoics, reading Chrysippus; and for the Epi- 
cureans, reading Epicurus. This anecdote also shows that in 
Taurus' school, Plato was read in a specific order, which corre- 
sponded to a teaching program—or, in other words, to the stages 
of spiritual progress. Thanks to this reading, said Taurus, we are to 
become better and more temperate. This viewpoint did not seem 
to inspire the enthusiasm of his auditors. 

A great deal of other evidence confirms that philosophy classes 
were henceforth devoted primarily to the reading and exegesis of 
texts. The students of the Stoic Epictetus, for instance, commented 
on Chrysippus.'! In classes taught by the Neoplatonist Plotinus, 
the session began with the reading of the Aristotelian commenta- 
tors and Plato; then Plotinus offered his own exegesis of the text 
being commented upon." 

Throughout the preceding period, teaching had been almost 
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entirely oral. Master and disciple engaged in dialogue; the philoso- 
pher spoke, the disciples spoke, and they trained themselves for 
speaking. In a sense, we can say that they learned to live as they 
learned to speak. From now on, however, students learned philos- 
ophy by reading texts—but this was no solitary reading. Philoso- 
phy classes consisted of oral exercises in the explication of written 
texts. Characteristic was the fact that, especially from the third 
century A.D. onward, almost all philosophical works had their ori- 
gin in oral commentaries on texts, which were subsequently writ- 
ten down either by the master or by a disciple. Alternatively, like 
many of Plotinus' treatises, they were dissertations on “questions” 
posed by the texts of Plato. 

Henceforth, philosophers and their students did not talk about 
the problems themselves, or about things themselves; instead, they 
talked about what Plato, Aristotle, or Chrysippus had said about 
such problems or things. The question “Is the world eternal?” was 
replaced by the question, “Can we admit that Plato considered the 
world to be eternal, if he allows for an Artisan of the world in the 
Timaeus?" In fact, as they discussed this latter question, phrased in 
exegetical form, teachers and students eventually discussed the 
fundamental question itself, by making the Platonic, Aristotelian, 
or other texts say what they wanted them to say. 

What was essential henceforth was that one's starting point 
should always be in a text. M.-D. Chenu has given an excellent 
definition of medieval scholastics as “a rational form of thought 
which is elaborated consciously and voluntarily from a text con- 
sidered authoritative"? If we accept this definition, we can say 
that from the first century s.c. on, philosophical discourse starts 
to change into scholastics, which would be inherited by medieval 
scholasticism. As we have already seen, from a certain point of 
view it was this period which saw the birth of the Age of the Pro- 
fessors. 

It was also the age of handbooks and summaries, intended ei- 
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ther as the basis for a scholarly oral exposition or else to initiate 
students, and perhaps the wider public as well, into the doctrines 
of a particular philosopher. For instance, we possess a book enti- 
tled Plato and His Doctrine, by the famous Latin rhetorician 
Apuleius; the Teaching of the Doctrines of Plato, by Alcinoos; and a 
Summary (of the dogmas of the various schools), composed by 
Arius Didymus. 

In a sense, we can say that in this period, philosophical dis- 
course, especially in the form it adopted in Neoplatonism, consid- 
ered truth to be revealed. On the one hand, the Stoics already 
thought that all human beings possess a certain number of com- 
mon notions which are placed in them by universal Nature or 
Reason.'* These sparks of the logos permitted an initial knowledge 
of the fundamental truths which philosophical discourse would 
then attempt to develop and raise to a scientific level. Yet this nat- 
ural revelation was augmented by what the Greeks have always 
believed: revelations made by the gods to a few inspired mortals, 
preferably at the origins of the various human communities, 
whether those mortals be legislators, poets, or philosophers like 
Pythagoras. In his Theogony, Hesiod reported what the Muses had 
told him. In the beginning, according to Plato's Timaeus, Athena 
had revealed to the first Athenians the divine sciences of divina- 
tion and medicine.? There was a constant effort to return to the 
origins of tradition: from Plato to Pythagoras; from Pythagoras to 
Orpheus. In addition to these revelations, we must also take into 
consideration the oracles of the gods, proclaimed in various ways 
in various sanctuaries. Those of Delphi, in particular, were the 
source of ancient wisdom, but there were also more recent oracles, 
like those of Didymus and Claros.! Also sought-after were revela- 
tions made to the barbarians: Jews, Egyptians, Assyrians, and in- 
habitants of India. The Chaldean Oracles seem to have been writ- 
ten and presented as a revelation in the second century A.p.; the 
Neoplatonists considered them as a kind of sacred writ. The older 
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a philosophical or religious doctrine was, the more true and ven- 
erable it was. Historical tradition was thus the norm for truth; 
truth and tradition, reason and authority were identified with 
each other. Celsus, an anti-Christian polemicist, entitled his work 
The True Logos, by which he meant “The Ancient Norm,” or “The 
True Tradition.” The search for truth could consist only in the exe- 
gesis of a preexistent, revealed given. The scholastics of this period 
attempted to reconcile all these traditions and derive from them a 
kind of general system of philosophy." 


Choice of Life 

Students thus learned philosophy by commenting on texts, in a 
way which was both highly technical and highly allegorical. In the 
final analysis, however, they did this “in order to become better 
and more temperate" (in the words of the philosopher Taurus), 
and here we encounter once again the traditional conception of 
philosophy. To learn philosophy, even by reading and comment- 
ing upon texts, meant both to learn a way of life and to practice it. 
Considered formally and in itself, the exercise of commentary is 
already formative, just as the exercise of dialectics had been—for it 
is an exercise of reason, an invitation to modesty, and an element 
of the contemplative life. Moreover, the content of the texts com- 
mented upon, whether they were by Plato, Aristotle, Chrysippus, 
or Epicurus, invited readers to transform their lives. The Stoic 
Epictetus reproached his students for using the explication of texts 
merely to show off: "When I'm asked to comment on Chrysippus, 
I do not brag; rather, I blush if I cannot display conduct which re- 
sembles his teachings and is in accord with them."!? 

According to Plutarch, Plato and Aristotle brought philosophy 
to its culmination in "epoptics"—that is, in the supreme revela- 
tion of transcendent reality, as in the Mysteries. Several testimo- 
nies show that from the beginning of the second century A.D., phi- 
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losophy was conceived of asan ascending spiritual itinerary which 
corresponded to a hierarchy of the parts of philosophy. Ethics 
ensured the soul's initial purification; physics revealed that the 
world has a transcendent cause and thus encouraged philosophers 
to search for incorporeal realities; metaphysics, or theology (also 
called "epoptics," because, as in the Mysteries, it is the endpoint of 
initiation), ultimately entails the contemplation of God. From the 
viewpoint of the exercise of commentary, it was necessary, in or- 
der to travel this spiritual itinerary, to follow a specific order when 
reading the texts that were to be commented upon. 

In the case of Plato, one began with the moral dialogues—in 
particular the Alcibiades, which deals with knowing oneself, and 
the Phaedo, which encourages us to detach ourselves from the 
body. The student then continued with the physical dialogues, 
such as the Timaeus, in order to learn how to transcend the sensi- 
ble world; finally, he rose to such theological dialogues as the 
Parmenides or the Philebus, in order to discover the One and the 
good. This is why when Plotinus' student Porphyry edited his 
master's treatises, which until then had been accessible only to 
confirmed disciples, he presented them not according to the chro- 
nological order of their appearance but according to the stages of 
spiritual progress. The first Ennead—that is, the corpus consisting 
of the first nine treatises—collects the writings of an ethical na- 
ture. The second and third Enneads deal with the sensible world 
and its contents, and they correspond to the physical part. The 
fourth, fifth, and sixth Enneads discuss divine things—the soul, 
the intellect, and the One—and they correspond to epoptics. The 
questions of Platonic exegesis that Plotinus deals with in the vari- 
ous Enneads correspond rather well to the reading order of the 
Platonic dialogues as it was put forward in the Platonic schools. 
This idea of spiritual progress meant that disciples could not un- 
dertake the study of a work until they had reached the intellectual 
and spiritual level which allowed them to profit from it. Certain 
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works were reserved for beginners; others for those making prog- 
ress. Thus, the complex questions reserved for students making 
progress were not raised in works intended for beginners.” 

Moreover, each commentary was considered a spiritual exer- 
cise— not only because the search for the meaning of a text really 
does demand the moral qualities of modesty and love for the 
truth, but also because the reading of each philosophical text was 
supposed to produce a transformation in the person reading or 
listening to the commentary. This is attested, for instance, in the 
final prayers which Simplicius, the Neoplatonic exegete of Aris- 
totle and Epictetus, placed at the end of some of his commentar- 
ies. On each occasion, they announce the spiritual benefit which 
can be derived from the exegesis of each writing. For instance, 
one could acquire greatness of soul by reading Aristotle's On the 
Heavens, or rectify one's reason by reading the Manual of 
Epictetus. 

According to an ancient custom, masters and pupils engaged in 
dialogues with one another throughout the course of instruction. 
This usage persisted in the Platonic school as well as in the Aristo- 
telian, and it seems to have been maintained in the philosophical 
schools of late antiquity, on the margins of that primary exercise, 
commentary. For example, the texts which we know as the Dis- 
courses of Epictetus are nothing other than the notes taken by his 
student Arrian during the discussions which followed the class 
proper— that is to say, the textual explications. Aulus Gellius tells 
us that his master, the Platonist Taurus, allowed his auditors to ask 
him whatever questions they wished after class. Gellius himself 
had asked Taurus if the Sage could become angry, and the philoso- 
pher had replied to him at length.”’ We know from Plotinus’ disci- 
ple Porphyry that Plotinus encouraged his auditors to ask him 
questions; Porphyry adds that this led to much idle chitchat.? We 
can see from Epictetus’ Discourses, and glimpse from Plotinus' 
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writings, that the master’s responses were usually intended to urge 
his disciples to change their lives or to make spiritual progress. 

In general, philosophy professors continued, as in the preceding 
centuries, to animate the groups of disciples which gathered 
around them; under certain circumstances, the disciples took 
meals in common with the master? and often lived in close prox- 
imity to him. In addition, the master watched over each one of 
them. Community of life was one of the most important elements 
in education. Professors did not merely teach, but played the role 
of genuine directors of conscience who cared for their students’ 
spiritual problems. 

In this context, we must note that during this period the Py- 
thagorean tradition was revived. Since the time of Pythagoras, 
there had always been communities which allied themselves with 
him; they distinguished themselves from the common run of 
mortals by a specific lifestyle. The adepts ate no meat, and prac- 
ticed an ascetic way of living, in the hope of a better fate in the 
next life.?* Their attire and their abstinence were favorite targets of 
the comic poets: 


They are vegetarians; they drink only water; 

Wear an eternal cloak which swarms with vermin; 
And fear the bath. No one in this day and age 
Could stand a routine such as this.” 


The lifestyle of these Pythagoreans seems to have consisted in 
practicing the akousmata: a collection of maxims which provided 
a mixture of dietary prohibitions, taboos, moral advice, theoreti- 
cal definitions, and ritual prescriptions.” Beginning approxi- 
mately with the Christian period, there was a renewal of Pythag- 
oreanism analogous to that of the other schools. An entire 
apocryphal Pythagorean literature developed; this was the period 
in which the famous Golden Verses were composed." In several 
Lives of Pythagoras—in particular, those by Porphyry and Iam- 
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blichus—the idyllic philosophical life led in the master’s school 
was described, as well as the way in which the primitive Pythago- 
rean community was organized. They described the choice of 
candidates, the novitiate (which consisted in keeping silent for 
several years), the sharing of possessions among members of the 
group, their askésis, and their contemplative life.” Pythagorean 
communities were re-created; numerical speculations were devel- 
oped; and Platonists—adhering to the principle of continuity in 
the tradition of truth—tended to consider Platonism an extension 
of Pythagoreanism. 


PLOTINUS AND PORPHYRY 


Choice of Life 
We have just spoken of a renewal of Pythagoreanism. We encoun- 
ter this phenomenon if we turn to the treatise entitled On Absti- 
nence, which Porphyry, the disciple of Plotinus, wrote in order to 
bring Castricius, another member of the school, back to the prac- 
tice of vegetarianism. Porphyry reproaches Castricius with being 
disloyal to the ancestral laws of philosophy—meaning the philos- 
ophy of Pythagoras and Empedocles, of which he had been an 
adept.” Here, Porphyry means simply to designate Platonism, 
conceived as the philosophy which had been revealed since the or- 
igins of humanity; but it was precisely that philosophy which pre- 
sented itself as a way of life encompassing every aspect of exist- 
ence. Porphyry was perfectly aware that such a way of life was 
radically different from that of the rest of humanity. He is address- 
ing, he says, not people “who practice manual trades or who are 
athletes, soldiers, sailors, orators, or politicians, . . . but people 
who have reflected on the questions, ‘Who am I? Where do I come 
from? Where must I go?’ and who, in their diet and in other areas, 
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have established for themselves principles different from those 
which rule other ways of life?! 

The way of life which Porphyry recommends is that of the 
school of Plotinus. Like Aristotle's school, it consisted in "living 
according to the mind"— that is, in accordance with the highest 
part of ourselves, namely the intellect. Here, Platonism and 
Aristotelianism are fused together. At the same time, the view- 
point of philosophers' political action, which had existed in the 
Academy as well as in primitive Pythagoreanism, disappears, or at 
least fades into the background. Life according to the mind was 
not, however, reduced to a purely rational and discursive activity: 
" Theoria, or the contemplation which leads us to happiness, does 
not consist in an accumulation of ratiocinations or in the volume 
of acquired knowledge, as might be supposed. It is not built up 
piece by piece in that way. It does not progress by the quantity of 
ratiocinations."? 

Here, Porphyry takes up an Aristotelian theme: it is not enough 
to acquire knowledge; our knowledge must "become nature 
within us" and “grow with us.” There can be contemplation, says 
Porphyry, only when our knowledge becomes “life” and “nature” 
within us. He finds this notion in the Timaeus, which affirmed 
that those who contemplate must render themselves similar to 
what they contemplate, and thus return to their previous state.? It 
is by this assimilation, said Plato, that we can attain the goal of life. 
Thus, contemplation is not abstract knowledge but self-transfor- 
mation: “If happiness could be achieved by writing down dis- 
course, it would be possible to attain this goal without having any 
concern for choosing our food or carrying out specific actions. 
Since, however, we must exchange our current life for a different 
one, purifying ourselves both by discourses and by actions, let us 
examine what discourses and what actions dispose us toward this 
other life? 


As was also the view of Aristotle, such self-transformation is a 
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return to the true self, which is nothing other than the spirit, or 
what is divine within us: “The return is not to anything other than 
to our true self; and the assimilation [literally, the ‘connaturality, 
sumphusis] does not assimilate us to anything other than to our 
true self. Our true self is the spirit;? and the goal we seek is to live 
in accordance with the spirit.” Here, we encounter the same tran- 
sition from a lower self to the genuine, transcendent self that we 
have found throughout the history of ancient philosophy. 

Porphyry now proceeds to describe the kind of life appropriate 
to philosophers: they must detach themselves from sensation, 
imagination, and passions; give the body only what is strictly nec- 
essary; and withdraw from the frenzied crowd, like the Pythagore- 
ans and the philosophers described by Plato in the Theaetetus. 
Thus, the contemplative life implies an ascetic lifestyle. Yet such 
asceticism has value in itself: in the last analysis, it is good for the 
health, as we see from the story of the conversion of Plotinus' dis- 
ciple Rogatianus. Rogatianus was a member of the Roman Sen- 
ate who renounced his position, his house, and his servants; he ate 
only once every two days, and thereby cured himself of an acute 
case of gout.” 

Such asceticism was intended, above all, to stop the lower part 
of the soul from diverting toward itself the attention which should 
be oriented toward the spirit. For “we exercise our attention with 
the totality of our being"? The ascetic way of life was thus in- 
tended to enable the practitioner to discipline his attention—a 
type of discipline which was just as strict for Plotinus as it was for 
the Stoics. As Porphyry remarks in his Life of Plotinus: ^The atten- 
tion he devoted to himself was never relaxed, except during sleep; 
but he was prevented from sleeping, because he ate so little (often 
he did not even eat bread) and because he constantly oriented his 
thought toward the spirit."? Yet this did not stop Plotinus from 
taking care of others. He was the tutor of a number of children 
who were entrusted to him by members of the Roman aristocracy 
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after their death, and he assumed responsibility for their educa- 
tion and their property. 

Here we can see that the contemplative life does not abolish 
care for others, and that such care can also be reconciled with life 
according to the spirit. Plotinus was available to all: “Never, while 
he was awake, did he relax his tension toward the intellect. He 
was simultaneously present to himself and to others."*! Here, “to 
himself” means in fact “to his true self” —in other words, to the 
intellect. 

In his treatise On Abstinence, Porphyry affirmed that the goal 
sought by philosophers was to live in accordance with the spirit or 
Intellect—this last word can be written either with a capital or 
without, for it signifies both our intelligence and the divine Intelli- 
gence in which ours participates. In the Life of Plotinus, however, 
we read that “for Plotinus, the goal and the end consisted of union 
with the supreme deity and the process of growing closer to 
him”? The supreme deity is superior to the Intellect, because, as 
Porphyry says, he is established above the Intellect and the intelli- 
gible. We might therefore think that there are two kinds of con- 
templative life, and two different goals of life. Yet Plotinian philo- 
sophical discourse can explain this difference in divine level, and 
enable us to see that the two goals are fundamentally identical. 
Porphyry asserts that Plotinus achieved the “goal” of union with 
the supreme deity four times during the six years in which he at- 
tended Plotinus’ school; Porphyry himself, writing at the age of 
sixty-eight, tells us he attained it once in his life. Such experiences, 
which we could call “mystical” or “unitive,” were thus very rare. 
These privileged, exceptional moments stand out, as it were, from 
the background of activity that is constantly turned toward the In- 
tellect. Although they are rare, they nevertheless give the Plotinian 
way of life its fundamental tonality. This life now appears to us to 
consist in waiting for the unpredictable emergence of such privi- 
leged moments, which give life all its meaning. 
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Plotinus describes these experiences several times in his writ- 
ings. Let us take only one example: 


And when the soul has the good luck to meet Him, and He comes 
to her—better yet, when He appears to her as present; when she 
turns away from all other things present, having prepared herself in 
order to be as beautiful as possible; and when she has thus achieved 
resemblance with Him (this preparation and this setting in order 
are well known to those who practice them), seeing Him suddenly 
appear within her (for there is no longer anything between them, 
and they are not two but one—indeed, so long as He is present you 
can no longer distinguish them; the image of this is the lovers and 
beloved of this world who wish to be fused together)—then the 
soul is no longer conscious of her body, nor that she is in this body, 
and she no longer says that she is something other than Him: not 
man, nor animal, nor being, nor all. (For to look at such things 
would somehow be to introduce a difference, yet she does not have 

' the leisure to turn toward herself, nor does she desire to do so. 
Rather, once she has searched for Him, she goes to meet Him and 
looks at Him instead of herself, and she has no leisure even to see 
who she is, she who is looking). Then, to be sure, she would not ex- 
change Him for any other thing, even if she were offered all the 
heavens, for she knows that there is nothing more precious or 
better than Him (for she cannot run higher, and all other things, 
even if they are above, are a descent for her). So at that moment she 
is able to judge and to know perfectly well that “it is He" whom she 
desired, and to affirm that there is nothing preferable to Him. (For 
there, no deceit is possible. Where could something more true than 
the true be found? Thus, what she says— "It is He!"—she also utters 
later on. Now it is her silence which says it; and, full of joy, she is not 
wrong, precisely because she is filled with joy. And she says it not 
because some pleasure is tickling her body but because she has be- 
come that which she was before, when she was happy.) . . . If all 
things around her happened to be destroyed, this would be entirely 
in accordance with her wishes, so long as she was with Him alone— 
so great is the joy which she has attained.? 
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The tone and atmosphere here are relatively new in the history 
of ancient philosophy. Here, philosophical discourse is used only 
to indicate, without expressing it, that which transcends it—that is 
to say, an experience in which all discourse is annihilated and in 
which there is no longer any individual self-consciousness but 
only a feeling of joy and of presence. Such an experience is, how- 
ever, inscribed within a tradition which goes back at least as far as 
Plato’s Symposium, which speaks of a sudden vision of “the beauty 
of a wonderful nature,” which is nothing other than the good it- 
self.“ Plato assimilates this vision to that which appears to initiates 
in the Mysteries of Eleusis. Besides, the “mystical” experience is 
called “mystical” precisely because of its “mysteries”: the secret vi- 
sions of Eleusis, which likewise appeared as a sudden vision. Plato 
states that such a vision constitutes the point at which life is worth 
living; if love for human beauty can overwhelm us, what shall the 
power be of the love caused by transcendent Beauty?* We find 
traces of this tradition in Philo of Alexandria, as in the following 
text, where the transitory nature of the experience is strongly em- 
phasized: “When a person’s intellect is seized by divine love, when 
it strives with all its might to arrive at the most secret sanctuary, 
when the person surges ahead with all his force and with all his 
zeal, transported by the deity, he forgets everything, and forgets 
himself; he remembers only the deity, and is suspended from Him. 
... But when this enthusiasm fades, and desire loses its fervor, he 
becomes a human being once again. He leaves divine things be- 
hind, and then encounters the human things which wait for him 
in the vestibule of the temple.” 

We must not forget that a similar tendency is not foreign to 
Aristotelianism, which teaches that human happiness consists in 
contemplation whose supreme object is the Thought of Thought. 
Although we have not mentioned the great Aristotelian commen- 
tator Alexander of Aphrodisias in this context, because we know 
very little about his life and teachings, scholars have referred to his 
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“mystical Aristotelianism” because of his concept of the union of 
our intellect with the divine Intellect.” 

The mystical experience demonstrates another aspect of the 
philosophical life. It is no longer a decision for or choice of a 
way of life; instead, it is an ineffable experience, beyond all dis- 
course, which invades the individual and overthrows all self- 
consciousness by means of an inexpressible sensation of presence. ` 


Levels of the Self and the Limits of Philosophical Discourse 


From Plotinus’ fifty-four treatises, we can extract a theory which 
explains the genesis of reality from a primordial unity—the One, 
or the good—by means of the appearance of levels of reality that 
reach ever lower and become more tarnished by multiplicity: first 
Intellect, then the soul, then sensible things. In fact, like Aristotle 
and Plato, Plotinus wrote not in order to set forth a system but to 
resolve particular questions which his listeners raised during his 
teaching.? This does not mean that Plotinus did not have a 
unified vision of reality; it means that his works are writings 
of circumstance. To some degree, their goal is also to exhort, 
since they invite the listener or reader to adopt a certain attitude 
or way of life. At all levels of reality, Plotinus' philosophical dis- 
course leads solely to an inner askesis and experience which are 
true knowledge, and which enable the philosopher to rise toward 
the supreme reality by progressively attaining levels of self- 
consciousness that are ever higher and more inward. Plotinus 
adopts the old saying, “Like is known only by like."? This means, 
however, that he believes we can seize the reality we wish to know 
only by becoming spiritually similar to it. Plotinus' philosophy 
thus reveals the spirit of Platonism—that is, the indissoluble unity 
of knowledge and virtue. There can be knowledge only in and 
through existential progression in the direction of the good. 

The first stage of ascent is when the rational soul becomes 
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aware that it is not intermingled with the irrational soul. The lat- 
ter, whose job it is to animate the body, is disturbed by the pains 
and pleasures which come as a result of life within the body. Philo- 
sophical discourse can set forth arguments regarding the distinc- 
tion between the rational and the irrational soul, but the essential 
thing is not the conclusion that there is a rational soul; rather, 
what is important is that we ourselves live as rational souls. Philo- 
sophical discourse can try to think of the soul “by considering it in 
its pure state, because every addition to a thing is an obstacle to 
the knowledge of that thing.”™ Yet only askesis enables the self to 
truly know itself as a soul which is separate from what is not it—in 
other words, to become, consciously and concretely, what it al- 
ready was without knowing it: “Cut things off and examine your- 
self. .. . Take away what is superfluous. . .. Do not stop sculpting 
your own statue."?' In order to achieve this goal, we must separate 
ourselves from that which has added itself to the rational soul, and 
then see ourselves such as we have become. 

Yet neither philosophical discourse nor the inner itinerary can 
stop with the rational soul. Philosophical discourse is constrained 
to admit, as Aristotle had done, that the soul cannot reason or 
think unless it is preceded by a substantial Thought, which founds 
the possibility of reasoning and of knowing. The soul recognizes 
within itself the traces of this Thought, or transcendent Intellect, 
in the form of principles which allow it to reason.” For Plotinus, 
as for Aristotle, life according to the spirit is situated at several 
hierarchical levels. It begins with the level of the rational soul, illu- 
minated by the Intellect, and it then consists in the activity of 
philosophical reasoning and the reason-guided practice of the vir- 
tues. Yet if philosophical reflection leads it toward the Intellect, 
there will be two avenues of approach to this reality: on the one 
hand, philosophical discourse, and on the other hand, inner expe- 
rience. Thus, as Plotinus says, there will be two forms of self- 
knowledge: on the one hand, knowledge of self as a rational soul 
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which depends on the Intellect but remains on the plane of Rea- 
son, and, on the other, self-consciousness as the process of self be- 
coming Intellect. Plotinus describes this in the following way: 
“Knowing oneself, then, is to know oneself no longer as a human 
being but as someone who has become wholly other—someone 
who has torn himself away upward and is carrying along with him 
only the best part of the soul.” 

Theselfthen discovers that what is highest within the soul is In- 
tellect and Spirit, and that, unconsciously, it constantly lives from 
the life of the Intellect. As had been stated by Aristotle and re- 
peated by Porphyry, however, the goal of life is that "life according 
to the Spirit" or “life according to the Intellect.” We must therefore 
become aware of this unconscious activity, and turn our attention 
to that transcendence which opens itself to the self: "It is as with a 
person waiting for a voice which he wishes to hear: he sets aside all 
other sounds and turns his ear toward the best of sounds, in order 
to hear it approaching. In the same way, we must leave aside the 
noises which come from the sensible world, unless they are neces- 
sary, in order to keep the soul's conscious power pure and ready to 
hear the sounds from above.” 

Here we arrive at the first stage of the mystical experience, for 
what is involved is the transcendence of the activity proper to the 
rational soul: it is a ^becoming other" and a *being torn upward." 
The self, having identified itself with the rational soul, is now 
identified with, and becomes, the Intellect. Yet how are we to 
imagine what it means to "become Intellect"? Plotinus conceives 
the Intellect on the model of Aristotelian Thought: as perfectly 
adequate and transparent self-knowledge. At the same time, he 
believes that the Intellect contains all the Forms or Ideas within it- 
self—which means, since Intellect is the totality of Forms which 
thinks itself, that each Form is, in its own way (qua Idea of Man or 
Idea of Horse), the totality of Forms: in the Intellect, everything is 
interior to everything else. “To become Intellect” is thus to think 
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of ourselves from the viewpoint of totality—not by itemizing this 
totality, but on the contrary by experiencing its concentration, in- 
wardness, and profound harmony." As Plotinus says, “We must 
see the Spirit as our own self.” 

"To become Intellect,” then, is ultimately to arrive at a state of 
the self in which it achieves that inwardness, that meditative re- 
treat toward itself, and that self-transparency which characterize 
the Intellect. This is symbolized by the idea of a light which sees it- 
self, by means of itself.” “To become Intellect” is thus to achieve a 
state of perfect transparency in our relation to ourselves, precisely 
by cutting off the individual aspect of the self (which is linked to a 
soul and a body) in order to leave nothing but the pure inward- 
ness of thought to itself: “One has become Intellect oneself, when, 
letting other things go from oneself, one looks at the Intellect by 
means of this Intellect—when one looks at oneself by means of 
oneself?** To become a determinate individual is to separate one- 
self from the All by adding a difference which, as Plotinus says, is a 
negation.” By cutting off all individual differences, and therefore 
our own individuality, we can become the All once again. To be- 
come Intellect is thus to see ourselves, and all things, within the 
totalizing perspective of the Divine Spirit. 

At this stage, however, the self has not yet reached the end of its 
ascent. According to Plotinus' image, the Intellect in which we are 
submerged is like a wave, which, as it swells, raises us up toward a 
new vision.9? 

Here again, philosophical discourse can demonstrate that be- 
yond the uni-totality represented by the Intellect, which is only a 
derived unity, we must necessarily admit an absolute and primary 
unity.?' Yet here philosophical discourse reaches its limit: it cannot 
express what absolute Unity is, since to speak is to attach comple- 
ments or attributes to subjects by means of verbs—but the One, 
since it is absolutely one, can have no complement or attribute. We 
can therefore speak of it only by referring to that which it is not. If 
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we appear to attribute positive predicates to it—for example, by 
saying “the One in the cause of everything’—we are saying not 
what it is in itself but what we are in relation to it; that is to say, we 
are its effects. In other words, although we think we are speaking 
about the One, in fact we are speaking only about ourselves.” As 
relative beings, we are always relative to ourselves, and cannot at- 
tain the absolute. 

Our only access to this transcendent reality is nondiscursive, 
unitive experience. Experience of the Intellect corresponds to a 
state of the self in which it achieves inwardness and perfect trans- 
parency with itself. The experience of the One corresponds to a 
new state of the self, in which it loses and finds itself once again. It 
loses itself, in that it gets the impression of no longer being itself, 
or of belonging to itself but being the possession of something 
else? At the same time, however, this annihilation of personal 
identity is perceived as “a flourishing of the self” and an “in- 
tensification of the self" By “cutting off all things,’ we no lon- 
ger find Totality at this level; we find that Presence which is behind 
all things, including itself, prior to all determination and indi- 
viduation. 

In fact, such an experience is ineffable, and as he describes it 
Plotinus can say nothing about the One: he describes only the 
subjective state of the person who experiences it. Yet this experi- 
ence is what truly leads to the One. Plotinus here distinguishes 
very clearly between discursive teaching and nondiscursive experi- 
ence. Theology, which can only be discursive, provides us with 
teaching and instruction about the good and the One, but what 
leads us to the One is virtue, purification of the soul, and the effort 
to live the life of the Spirit. Teaching is like an inner signpost 
which tells us in which direction we must go; but in order to reach 
the One, we must begin actually to walk—on a road which we 
travel alone, toward the Alone.© 

Yet philosophical discourse may appear once again, in order to 
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explain how such experience of the One is possible. The self can 
reach the One precisely because it lives the life of the Spirit. 
Within the Spirit, or the Intellect, there are two levels: the level of 
the thinking Intellect, which corresponds to the state of the Intel- 
lect when it is completely constituted and thinks itself as the total- 
ity of Forms. On the other hand, there is the level of Intellect when 
it is being born—when it is not yet Intellect and does not yet 
think, but emanates from the One like a ray of light and is there- 
fore in immediate contact with it. As a result of this being touched 
by the One, Plotinus tells us, the Spirit is “drunk with love,” 
"drunk on nectar,” and “flourishes in enjoyment."* To become the 
Intellect which thinks is already a mystical experience for the self; 
but to become the Intellect which loves means to rise to a higher 
mystical experience. It is to situate ourselves at the point of origin 
where all things emanate from the good—this being none other 
than the point at which the Intellect is born. We can imagine a 
point situated on a line and coming to coincide with the point 
where the line emanates from the center. The birth-point of the 
line is infinitely close to the center, yet infinitely separated from it, 
because it is not the center but a point of emanation.® Such is the 
relationship between the relative and the absolute. 

The relations which, in Plotinus, exist between philosophical 
discourse and existential choice are well summed up in the follow- 
ing phrase, which Plotinus directs against the Gnostics: “When 
one says ‘God’ without truly practicing virtue, ‘God’ is nothing 
but a word.”®? Only moral or mystical experience can give content 
to philosophical discourse. 


POST-PLOTINIAN NEOPLATONISM AND THEURGY 


Philosophical Discourse and the Will to Harmonize Traditions 


Neoplatonism after Plotinus, as represented above all by Iam- 
blichus, Syrianus, Proclus, and Damascius, might seem at first to 
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be a development of Plotinus’ hieratic system. In fact, however, it 
is characterized by a gigantic attempt at synthesizing the most dis- 
parate elements of the philosophical and religious tradition of all 
antiquity. In conformance with a long tradition, Platonism was 
identified with Pythagoreanism. At the same time, Aristotelianism 
was reconciled with Platonism, insofar as Aristotle’s writings, in- 
terpreted in a Platonic sense, represented the first stage in the 
overall cursus of Neoplatonic teaching. This consisted in the ex- 
planation of some of Aristotle’s treatises,” and then of Plato’s 
dialogues," ordered in accordance with the stages of spiritual 
progress. 

Harmonization did not stop here, however. There was also an 
attempt to create agreement with the philosophical tradition on 
the one hand, and on the other with the Orphic writings and the 
Chaldean Oracles, considered to be traditions revealed by the gods. 
The task was thus to systematize all revealed doctrines—Orphism, 
Hermeticism, and Chaldeanism—with the philosophical tradi- 
tion, whether Pythagorean or Platonic. 

We thus arrive at what may seem like incredible juggling acts. 
The Neoplatonists were able to find the various classes of gods of 
the Chaldean Oracles in each of the articulations of the dialectical 
argument concerning the well-known hypotheses on the One, as 
developed in Plato’s Parmenides. Hierarchies of notions taken 
artificially from Plato’s dialogues came to correspond, term for 
term, with Orphic and Chaldean hierarchies of beings. Thus, the 
Chaldean and Orphic revelations came to penetrate Neoplatonic 
discourse. We ought not, however, to imagine therefore that Neo- 
platonic philosophical discourse is nothing but confusion. In fact, 
every scholastics is a rational attempt at exegesis and systematiza- 
tion. It obliges the mind to undertake intellectual gymnastics 
which is, in the last analysis, educational, and which develops our 
logical rigor and ability to analyze concepts. We cannot help ad- 
miring Proclus’ attempt in his Elements of Theology to explain, 
more geometrico, the stages of the procession of beings, while his 
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commentaries on Plato are veritable monuments of exegesis. To 
take another example: Damascius' reflections on the problems im- 
plied by the notion of "Principle of the AII" achieve great pro- 
fundity. It is not surprising that Proclus' "system" exercised a fun- 
damental influence on the whole history of Western thought, 
especially during the Renaissance and in the period of German 
Romanticism. 

The activity of the Neoplatonists later than Plotinus was de- 
voted above all to the exegesis of texts by Plato and Aristotle. Some 
of their commentaries on Aristotle were translated into Latin, and 
played a considerable role in the interpretations of this philoso- 
pher that were proposed in the Middle Ages. 


Way of Life 
For the later Neoplatonists, as for Plotinus, philosophical dis- 
course was intimately linked to concrete practices and a way of 
life. For Plotinus, however, life according to the Spirit consisted in 
a philosophical life—that is, in askesis and moral and mystical ex- 
perience. The situation was wholly different for the later Neopla- 
tonists. To be sure, they preserved the philosophical practice of 
askésis and of virtue;? but they considered what they called 
"theurgical" practice equally important, or even, in the case of 
Iamblichus, apparently even more important. The word “theurgy” 
does not appear until the second century a.D.; it seems to have 
been created by the author or authors of the Chaldean Oracles to 
designate rituals capable of purifying the soul and its “immediate 
vehicle," the astral body, and thus allowing it to contemplate the 
gods.? These rituals included ablutions, sacrifices, and invoca- 
tions using ritual words that were often incomprehensible. What 
differentiated theurgy from magic was that it did not claim to 
force the gods, but aimed at submitting to their will by carrying 
out the rites which they themselves supposedly ordained. As 
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Iamblichus says, the only thing that can bring about our union 
with the gods is not theoretical philosophy, but rites which we do 
not understand." It is not by intellectual activity that we can carry 
them out, for in this case their efficacy would depend on us. It is 
the gods who take the initiative; they have chosen the material 
signs, or “sacraments,” which attract the gods, allow contact with 
the divine, and enable us to see the divine forms. Thus, we are in 
the presence of a kind of doctrine of salvific grace. In this concep- 
tion, the idea of mystical union does not disappear but is included 
within the overall perspective of theurgy. Like the other gods, the 
supreme deity can also manifest himself to the soul in the mystical 
experience by means of what Proclus calls the “one of the soul,” or 
the supreme, transcendent part of the soul.” This “one of the 
soul" thus somehow corresponds to the sign, which attracts the 
gods into the soul in ordinary theurgical practice. 

This invasion of Platonism by theurgy is mysterious to us. It is 
hard to understand why Neoplatonism of the end of antiquity in- 
troduced theurgical practice into philosophical practice. As H.-D. 
Saffrey has pointed out, such an attitude can be explained by the 
later Neoplatonists conception of man’s place with regard to the 
divine. Whereas Plotinus believed that the human soul was al- 
ways in unconscious contact with the Intellect and the spiritual 
world, the later Neoplatonists believed that because the soul had 
fallen into the body, it needed to go through material and sensible 
rites in order to be able to rise toward the divine. This was similar 
to the move made by Christianity, in which man, once corrupted 
by original sin, needs the mediation of the incarnate Logos and 
the sensible signs of the sacraments in order to enter into contact 
with God. For Neoplatonism and Christianity, the two spiritual 
movements which dominated the end of antiquity and opposed 
each other, man cannot save himself by his own strength but must 
wait for the divine to take the initiative. 


CHAPTER NINE 


Philosophy and Philosophical Discourse 


PHILOSOPHY AND THE AMBIGUITY OF 
PHILOSOPHICAL DISCOURSE 


The Stoics made a distinction between philosophy, defined as the 
lived practice of the virtues of logic, physics, and ethics,’ and “dis- 
course according to philosophy,” which was theoretical instruction 
in philosophy. The latter was in turn divided into the theory of 
physics, the theory of logic, and the theory of ethics. This distinc- 
tion had a quite specific meaning within the Stoic system, and it 
could be used in a more general way to describe the phenomenon 
of “philosophy” in antiquity. Throughout this investigation, we 
have recognized the existence of a philosophical life—more pre- 
cisely, a way of life—which can be characterized as philosophical 
and which is radically opposed to the way of life of nonphilos- 
ophers. On the other hand, we have identified the existence of a 
philosophical discourse, which justifies, motivates, and influences 
this choice of life. Philosophy and philosophical discourse thus 
appear to be simultaneously incommensurable and inseparable. 
Their incommensurability derives first of all from the fact that 
for the ancients, one was a philosopher not because of the origi- 
nality or abundance of the philosophical discourse which one 
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conceived or developed, but as a function of the way one lived. 
Above all, the goal was to become better; and discourse was philo- 
sophical only if it was transformed into a way of life. This was true 
of the Platonic and Aristotelian traditions, which taught that the 
philosophical life culminated in life according to the spirit. Yet it 
was equally true for the Cynics, for whom philosophical discourse 
was reduced to a minimum—sometimes to mere gestures. Yet the 
Cynics were in no way regarded as being anything less than philos- 
ophers, even model philosophers. 

Let us consider another example: the Roman statesman Cato of 
Utica, who opposed the dictatorship of Caesar and ended his life 
by a famous suicide.’ Posterity admired him as a philosopher, and 
even as one of the rare Stoic sages to have ever existed; this was be- 
cause he practiced the Stoic virtues with exemplary rigor in his 
political activity. The same holds true of other Roman statesmen, 
such as Rutilius Rufus and Quintus Mucius Scaevola Pontifex, 
who practiced Stoicism to the letter. They showed an exemplary 
disinterestedness in the administration of provinces; and as the 
only ones who took seriously the prescriptions of the laws against 
luxury, they defended themselves before the tribunals in Stoic 
style, without recourse to rhetorical tricks. We might also men- 
tion Marcus Aurelius, who was officially called *philosopher" dur- 
ing his lifetime, although no one knew that he had written his 
Meditations and therefore he did not appear to be a theoretician.' 
Another philosopher, although he did not teach, was the senator 
Rogatianus, Plotinus' disciple mentioned above, who, on the day 
he was to assume his duties as a praetor, renounced his wealth and 
his political office. 

Philosophical life and philosophical discourse are incommen- 
surable, above all, because they are of completely heterogeneous 
natures. The essential part of the philosophical life—the existen- 
tial choice of a certain way of life, the experience of certain inner 
states and dispositions—wholly escapes expression by philosophi- 
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cal discourse. This appears most clearly in the Platonic experience 
of love, perhaps even in the Aristotelian intuition of simple sub- 
stances, and especially in the Plotinian unitive experience. This 
last is completely ineffable in its specificity, since whoever speaks 
about it once the experience is over is no longer at the same psy- 
chic level as when he was living the experience. It is also true, how- 
ever, of the Epicurean, Stoic, and Cynic life experiences. The lived 
experience of pure pleasure, or of coherence with oneself and with 
nature, is of a wholly different order from the discourse which 
prescribes or describes it from the outside. Such experiences are 
not of the order of discourse and propositions. 

They are thus incommensurable—but also inseparable. There is 
no discourse which deserves to be called philosophical if it is sepa- 
rated from the philosophical life, and there is no philosophical life 
unless it is directly linked to philosophical discourse. This, more- 
over, is the locus of a danger that is inherent to philosophical 
life—namely, the ambiguity of philosophical discourse. 

All schools denounced the risk taken by philosophers who 
imagine that their philosophical discourse can be sufficient to it- 
self without being in accord with the philosophical life. They con- 
stantly attacked those who, to use the terms of the Platonist 
Polemo, seek to be admired for their skill at syllogistic arguing but 
contradict themselves in the conduct of their lives? In the words 
of an Epicurean saying, they develop empty discourses. Accord- 
ing to the Stoic Epictetus, they talk about the art of living like hu- 
man beings, instead of living like human beings themselves. And 
as Seneca put it, they turn love of wisdom (philosophia) into love 
of words (philologia).? Traditionally, people who developed an ap- 
parently philosophical discourse without trying to live their lives 
in accordance with their discourse, and without their discourse 
emanating from their life experience, were called “Sophists.” This 
was true from Plato and Aristotle to Plutarch, who declares that 
once these Sophists have gotten up from their chairs and have put 
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down their books and manuals, they are no better than the rest of 
mankind “in the real acts of life.” 

Conversely, the philosophical life cannot do without philosoph- 
ical discourse, so long as such discourse is inspired and animated 
by philosophy; for it is an integral part of such a life. We can con- 
sider the relationship between philosophical life and philosophical 
discourse in three different ways, which are closely linked. First, 
discourse justifies our choice of life and develops all its implica- 
tions. We could say that through a kind of reciprocal causality, the 
choice of life determines discourse, and discourse determines our 
choice of life, as it justifies it theoretically. Second, in order to live 
philosophically, we must perform actions on ourselves and on 
others; and if philosophical discourse is truly the expression of an 
existential option, then from this perspective it is an indispensable 
means. Finally, philosophical discourse is one of the very forms of 
the exercise of the philosophical way of life, as dialogue with oth- 
ers or with oneself. 

Let us look first at the way in which philosophical discourse 
theoretically justifies our choice of life. As we have seen through- 
out the history of ancient philosophy, in order to establish the 
rationality of their choice of life, philosophers must rely on a dis- 
course which itself aims, insofar as is possible, for rigorous ratio- 
nality. Whether it is the choice of the good, as in Plato; or the 
choice of pure pleasure, as for the Epicureans; or the choice of 
moral intent, as for the Stoics; or the choice of life in accordance 
with the Intellect, in the case of Aristotle and Plotinus—on each 
occasion, it will be necessary to disengage the presuppositions, 
implications, and consequences of each respective attitude with 
great precision. For instance, as we saw in the case of Stoicism and 
Epicureanism, it will be necessary, from the perspective of the ex- 
istential option, to seek man’s place within the world and thus 
elaborate a physics. We will also have to define man’s relationship 
to his fellow men and thus elaborate an “ethics.” Finally, we shall 
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define the very rules of reasoning used within physics or ethics, 
and thereby elaborate a “logic” and a theory of knowledge. We will 
therefore have to use a technical language, and speak of atoms, 
incorporeals, Ideas, Being, and the One, as well as of the logical 
rules of discussion. Even for the. Cynic choice of life, in which 
philosophical discourse is reduced to a minimum, we can glimpse 
in the background a reflection on the relation between “conven- 
tion" and “nature.” An attempt at conceptualization and system- 
atization, more or less pronounced, is apparent throughout an- 
cient philosophy. 

Second, discourse is a privileged means by which the philoso- 
pher can act upon himself and others; for if it is the expression of 
the existential option of the person who utters it, discourse always 
has, directly or indirectly, a function which is formative, educative, 
psychagogic, and therapeutic. It is always intended to produce an 
effect, to create a habitus within the soul, or to provoke a transfor- 
mation of the self. Plutarch alludes to this creative role when he 
writes: “Philosophical discourse does not sculpt immobile statues, 
but whatever it touches it wants to render active, efficacious, and 
alive. It inspires motive impulse, judgments which generate useful 
acts, and choices in favor of the good.”!° From this perspective, we 
can define philosophical discourse as a spiritual exercise—in other 
words, as a practice intended to carry out a radical change in our 
being. 

The various types of philosophical discourse attempt to realize 
this transformation of the self in a number of ways. Purely “theo- 
retical" and dogmatic discourse, even when reduced to itself, as it 
were, can already bring this about by sheer force of evidence. For 
example, when Epicurean and Stoic theories constrain their fol- 
lowers to make the choice of life they imply, they somehow do this 
by means of their rigorously systematic form, or by the attractive 
features they sketch of the sage’s way of life. 

They can further increase their persuasive vigor by concentrat- 
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ing on highly dense summaries, or —even better —on short, strik- 
-ing maxims like the Epicureans’ fourfold remedy. This is why 
Stoics and Epicureans advised their disciples to remember these 
fundamental dogmas, night and day, and not only mentally but by 
writing. It is in this perspective that the exercise constituted by 
Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations must be understood. 

In this work, the emperor-philosopher formulates the dogmas 
of Stoicism for himself. Yet this was no matter of summaries or re- 
minders which one would only need to read; these were not math- 
ematical formulas, received once and for all and intended to be ap- 
plied mechanically. The point was not to resolve theoretical or 
abstract problems, but to place oneself in a frame of mind such 
that one felt obliged to live like a Stoic. It was thus not enough to 
reread “words”; one also had to formulate, in a striking manner, 
maxims which invited the reader or listener to action. What 
counted was the act of writing and of talking to oneself.!! In gen- 
eral, one can say that the advantage of the systematic structure of 
the Stoic and Epicurean theories was that doctrinal refinements 
could be reserved for specialists, while the essential part of the 
doctrine remained accessible to a wider public. There was an 
analogy here with Christianity, where discussions are reserved 
for theologians while the catechism suffices for average parishion- 
ers. Such philosophies could thus become “popular,” and “mis- 
sionary." 

There was also a wholly different type of discourse which also 
seems to be theoretical; it took the form of questions, investiga- 
tions, and aporiai. These proposed neither dogmas nor system, 
but obliged their disciples to undertake a personal effort and ac- 
tive exercise. Such discourse also tended to produce an aptitude, 
or habitus, in the interlocutor's soul, and to lead him to a determi- 
nate choice of life. 

The Platonic dialogue—the Sophist or Philebus, for example— 
was a more intellectual exercise; yet we must recognize that it still 
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was, above all, an “exercise.” As we have seen, its principal and 
unique goal was not to solve the problem raised, but “to make 
people better dialecticians.” Being a better dialectician meant not 
only being skillful at invention or at denouncing tricks in reason- 
ing. Before anything else, it meant knowing how to dialogue, to- 
gether with all the demands that this entails: recognizing the pres- 
ence and the rights of one’s interlocutor, basing one’s replies on 
what the interlocutor admits he knows, and therefore agreeing 
with him at each stage of the discussion. Above all, it meant sub- 
mitting oneself to the demands and norms of reason and the 
search for truth; finally, it meant recognizing the absolute value of 
the Good. It therefore meant leaving behind one’s individual 
point of view, in order to rise to a universal viewpoint; and it 
meant trying to see things within the perspective of the All and the 
deity, thereby transforming one’s vision of the world and one’s 
own inner attitude. 

The third aspect of the relations between philosophy and philo- 
sophical discourse is that philosophical discourse is one of the 
forms of exercise of the philosophical way of life. We have seen 
that dialogue is an integral part of the Platonic way of life. Life in 
the Academy implied constant intellectual and spiritual exchange 
not only in dialogue, but also in scientific research. This commu- 
nity of philosophers was also a community of scholars, who prac- 
ticed mathematics, astronomy, and political reflection. 

Even more than the Platonic school, the Aristotelian school was 
a community of scholars. The Aristotelian choice of life was an at- 
tempt “to live according to the Intellect” that is, to find pleasure 
and the meaning of life in research. It meant leading the life of a 
scholar and a contemplative, and undertaking research, often col- 
lective, on every aspect of human and cosmic reality. For Aristotle, 
philosophical and scientific discourse could not be merely dia- 
logical; for him, too, it was an essential element of life in accord- 
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ance with the mind. This scholarly activity could, moreover, tran- 
scend itself and become mystical intuition, when the human 
intellect, by means of nondiscursive contact, enters into a rapport 
with the divine Intellect. 

Such a community of research, discussion, care for oneself and 
for others, and mutual correction could also be found in other 
schools; we have seen it in Epicurean friendship, as well as in Stoic 
and Neoplatonic direction of conscience. 

Another exercise of the philosophical way of life is meditative 
discourse—a kind of dialogue which philosophers carry out with 
themselves. Dialogue with oneself was a widespread custom 
throughout antiquity; for instance, we know that Pyrrho used to 
astonish his fellow citizens because he spoke to himself out loud, 
and that the Stoic Cleanthes used to admonish himself in the same 
way." Silent meditation could be practiced while standing mo- 
tionless—this was Socrates’ way—or while walking, as in the fol- 
lowing verses by Horace: “Do you go silently, tiptoeing through 
the healthful woods, harboring in your mind all the thoughts wor- 
thy of a sage and a good man?"? Likewise the Stoic Epictetus: “Go 
for a walk alone, and converse with yourself.”'* Meditation is part 
of an ensemble of practices, not all of which fall within the order 
of discourse, but all of which testify to the philosopher's personal 
engagement. They are means by which philosophers can trans- 
form and influence themselves. These are the spiritual exercises, 
which we shall now investigate. 


SPIRITUAL EXERCISES 


Throughout our investigation, we have encountered "exercises" 
(askesis, melete) in every school, even among the Skeptics; that is 
to say, we have found voluntary, personal practices intended to 
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cause a transformation of the self. These are inherent to the philo- 
sophical life. I would now like to highlight the common tenden- 
cies that can be discerned in the practices of the various schools. 


Prehistory 


There are never any absolute beginnings in the history of thought. 
We can therefore assume that a prehistory of spiritual exercises ex- 
isted among the Presocratic thinkers and in Archaic Greece. Un- 
fortunately, all that we know about the Presocratics is extremely 
lacunary, the testimonies are late, and the fragments which have 
been preserved for us are very difficult to interpret, because we 
cannot always grasp with certainty the meaning of the words used. 
For instance, Empedocles speaks in the following terms of an un- 
usual personage who may perhaps be Pythagoras: “Among them 
lived a man of extraordinary wisdom who had been able to ac- 
quire a great wealth of thoughts [prapidon]; he was powerful in all 
sorts of works. For when he made a great effort in his thoughts 
[prapidessin], he easily saw all of the things that had happened in 
the lifetimes of ten or twenty men" 

It has been suggested that this is an allusion to the memory ex- 
ercises practiced by Pythagoras.' We shall return to this point, but 
for the moment let us note that this recollection takes place by 
means of “a great effort of thought.” The word prapides, which is 
used twice in our text, originally meant the diaphragm, the ten- 
sion of which can stop the breath and therefore, figuratively, 
reflection and thought. Like the word “heart,” it had both a physi- 
ological and a psychological meaning. Following Louis Gernet, 
Vernant therefore believes that our Empedocles text is alluding to 
a "spiritual exercise" of remembrance, which consisted in "tech- 
niques of controlling one's breathing by the diaphragm which 
were to allow the soul to concentrate itself, in order to free itself 
from the body and travel in the Beyond." 

Yet can we say that the word prapides has a physiological mean- 
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ing in the context of an attempt to remember, when two lines ear- 
lier it denoted thoughts and reflections and thus seemed to have a 
psychological meaning? In another text by Empedocles—“Happy 
is he who has acquired great wealth of divine thoughts [prapidon]; 
unhappy is he who maintains a dark opinion of the gods" *—we 
find the same "psychological" meaning of prapides, which is more- 
over confirmed by its opposition to a term meaning “opinion.” In 
this context, the affirmation of the existence of "techniques for 
controlling the breath" rests only on the ambiguity of the word 
prapides; but nothing proves that this word denotes the dia- 
phragm in this phrase by Empedocles. 

I do not wish to say that no techniques for controlling the 
breath existed in the Greek philosophical tradition; the idea of the 
soul as breath is enough to allow us to suppose the existence of 
such techniques.’ It may be that the Platonic exercise which con- 
sisted in concentrating the soul, which is usually dispersed 
throughout all the parts of the body, ought to be understood from 
this perspective. It is also striking that in stories which tell of the 
deaths of philosophers—for instance, those of the Cynics Dioge- 
nes and Metrocles—we frequently hear of people who supposedly 
ended their lives by holding their breath.?? This allows us to sup- 
pose that similar practices were mentioned in the biographical 
tradition. Here, however, I simply wish to give one example 
(among many) of the uncertainties and difficulties which lie in 
wait for all reconstructions and hypotheses dealing with the 
Presocratics and with Archaic Greece. 

Jean-Pierre Vernant adds that these techniques of breath con- 
trol must be placed within the context of the “shamanic” tradi- 
tion.” Shamanism is a social phenomenon fundamentally linked 
to hunting cultures.? Only in Siberia and in South America has it 
remained a primary social phenomenon, but there it was adapted 
to and mixed with other cultures and religions at a fairly ancient 
date. Its substratum remains most visible in Scandinavia and In- 
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donesia. It revolves around the figure of the shaman, who knows 
how to use ritual actions to enter into contact with the world of 
animal or human spirits, whether living or dead, in order to en- 
sure good luck in hunting and pasturing, or else to cure the souls 
of the living or the dead. Since the work of Karl Meuli? and E. R. 
Dodds,” scholars have looked to shamanism for the origins of 
Greek philosophers' conceptions of the soul and of the body-soul 
dichotomy. Shamanism has also been considered the origin of 
techniques of spiritual concentration, of concepts of psychic jour- 
neys outside the body, and, since the work of Mircea Eliade,” the 
origin of techniques of ecstasy. I myself am extremely reticent 
about this kind of explanation, primarily for two reasons. 

In the first place, even if we accept this shamanic prehistory, it 
remains true that the spiritual exercises which interest us no lon- 
ger have anything in common with shamanic rituals. On the con- 
trary, they respond to a rigorous need for rational control, which, 
so far as we know, emerges with the first Greek thinkers, with the 
Sophists, and with Socrates. Overly narrow comparativism thus 
runs the risk of falsifying our conception of Greek philosophy. 

Second, it seems to me that historians of philosophy have a 
highly idealized and spiritualized idea of shamanism which leads 
them to see shamanism everywhere they turn. For instance, Henri 
Joly has written: "That Socrates was the last shaman and the first 
philosopher is now an anthropologically accepted truth.” But 
can we really talk about Socrates in these terms? What does Joly 
mean by "anthropologically accepted truth?" Furthermore, can 
one really say that Socrates was the first philosopher? What does 
the word "shaman" mean here? Does it mean that, in conformity 
with the essence of shamanism (that is to say, from the perspective 
of hunting and fishing, the alliance between human souls and ani- 
mal spirits, conceived on the model of matrimony), Socrates had a 
ritual spouse, believed to be “a feminine spirit of the nourishing 
world—a daughter of the forest spirit who gives mankind game, 
or of the aquatic spirit who gives fish"? Did he take on the form of 
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an animal for the duration of the ritual, in his dress and his behav- 
ior? Did he bellow and leap about, like a male animal fighting his 
rivals and preparing to couple with his female? I am here alluding 
to a description of the shaman’s activity recently given by my col- 
league Roberte Hamayon.? She has also, it seems to me, shed re- 
markable light on the ambiguity inherent in the use of the term 
“trance” (which is close to that of “ecstasy”) in order to group to- 
gether the totality of shamanistic bodily conduct.” It might seem 
to be enough to say that the shaman is “in a trance,’ without de- 
scribing the details of his gestures; but what are truly important 
are precisely the details of these bodily gestures. Trembling or 
leaping does not express the same kind of relation when it is di- 
rected toward different types of spirits: 


The symbolism of the alliance with animal spirits, because it im- 
plies the shaman’s ritual animalization, is enough to account for 
the bizarreness of his behavior. It allows us to disregard questions 
about his normal or pathological nature, or the artificial or sponta- 
neous character of his conduct. There is no need to appeal to any 
particular psychology or any physical conditioning. By the move- 
ments of his body, the shaman communicates with the animal spir- 
its, just as the different species communicate with one another de- 
spite their lack of a common language. When he leaps or when he 
remains motionless, he is not out of his mind, nor has he fainted, 
nor is he hysterical or catatonic. He is playing his part. For him, the 
point is not to reach some state, or to live through some experience, 
as certain Western interpretations would have it; rather, the point is 
to carry out the action which his people are waiting for. There is 
thus no need to appeal to the vocabulary of “trance,” “ecstasy,” or 
“altered states” of consciousness—a vocabulary which is ambigu- 
ous because it implies a link between physical state, psychic state, 
and symbolic act, a link which has not been proved. 


In order to be able to talk about Socrates as if he were a shaman, 
we must, it seems to me, eliminate from the idea of “shaman” all 
that gives it specificity. For Joly, the fact that Socrates stood off by 
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himself and remained motionless in order to meditate, as well as 
the fact that he "applied his spirit to himself,” proves that he had 
recourse to “well-known techniques of breath control"?! *Well- 
known" seems to me quite exaggerated; "alleged" or "possible" 
would seem more exact, as we have seen. I myself think that if one 
wants to meditate quietly, it is necessary to remain motionless and 
silent, and that such behavior has nothing to do with the shaman's 
“retreat.” Dodds speaks in this context of a religious "retreat"—a 
period of rigorous training in solitude and fasting which can in- 
clude a psychological change of sex. After this period, the sha- 
man's soul can leave his body and travel throughout the world of 
the spirits. Yet the realities are much more complex, since they are 
always linked to a specific ritual relationship with animal spirits or 
the souls of the dead. Eliade and Dodds imagine shamanism to be 
the power of one individual to modify the relations of his soul and 
his body at will; but what we really find is the art of practicing a 
certain symbolic conduct, which is related to certain concrete situ- 
ations. Insofar as the shaman's “retreat” is concerned, I quote 
Hamayon once again: “The alliance with an animal spirit is the 
basis for the wild, spontaneous aspect of the shaman’s ritual be- 
havior, and also for the nonritualized behavior which marks the 
inception of his career: running away, refusing to eat meat, sleepi- 
ness, and so on. When these behaviors are manifested at puberty, 
they are taken as expressing entry into contact with animal spirits 
and as constituting a test of virility.” 

It is hard to see how all this relates to Socrates’ behavior. Dodds 
also wanted to see traces of shamanism in the stories told about 
historical characters such as Abaris, Aristeas of Proconnesus, 
Hermotimus of Clazomenae, and Epimenides, who supposedly 
traveled outside their bodies. The description of Aristeas given by 
a late writer from the second half of the second century a.p. (thus, 
nine centuries after the fact) seems, moreover, to confirm the ide- 
alized representation which scholars usually have of shamanism: 
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“As he lay on the ground, scarcely breathing, his soul, abandoning 
his body, wandered like a bird and saw everything beneath it: 
earth, sea, rivers, towns, the customs and passions of mankind, 
and natures of every kind. Then, returning to its body and making 
it rise, using it once again as an instrument, it told what it had seen 
and heard? 

In a meticulous study, James Bolton has shown that it was in 
fact under the influence of Heraclides of Pontus—one of Plato’s 
pupils, who was interested in this type of phenomena—that the 
story of Aristeas had been interpreted in this way.** According to 
Bolton, however, we have every reason to believe that Aristeas, 
who lived in the seventh century B.c., really did make a voyage of 
exploration in what is now the south of Russia and the steppes 
of Asia, and that upon his return he wrote a poem entitled 
Arimaspeia, which told of his adventures. It thus seems that, in the 
case of Aristeas, there was no psychic voyage but an authentic ter- 
restrial voyage. Aristeas had been gone for six years and was 
thought to be dead. People thus believed that it was his soul which 
had made the voyage, in a state of apparent death. Here again, we 
see the uncertainty that weakens this kind of "shamanistic" inter- 
pretation. 

It is possible that traces of shamanism can be discerned in cer- 
tain religious aspects and rituals of archaic Greece, but we must 
surely exercise the greatest prudence when we use shamanism to 
interpret the figures and practices of those sages who, from 
Aristeas to Pythagoras, were supposed to have possessed mastery 
over their souls, thanks to an ascetic life-discipline. It this area, it 
seems entirely legitimate to hesitate, as does Jean-Pierre Vernant 
when he writes, with regard to figures like Abaris and Aristeas: 
"For our part, we would be tempted to establish a comparison 
with yoga-type techniques rather than with acts of shamanism.” 

We can now return to the Empedocles text from which we 
started. It suggests two facts well known from other sources: that 
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Pythagoras believed in reincarnation, and that he was credited 
with the power to remember his previous existences. It was said 
that he remembered having been Euphorbus, son of Panthoos, 
who was killed by Menelaus during the Trojan War.” The ancients 
also described how, mornings and evenings, the Pythagoreans 
practiced memory exercises in which they recalled all the events of 
the current or the previous day." It has been said that these exer- 
cises were ultimately intended to help people recall their previous 
lives.?* Yet this interpretation can be supported only by one single, 
very late witness: Hierocles, the fifth-century a.D. commentator 
on a Neopythagorean apocryphon entitled The Golden Verses, 
where one finds, among other things, advice on the subject of ex- 
amining one's conscience. After showing the moral importance of 
this practice, Hierocles adds: “This remembrance of daily life be- 
comes an exercise suitable for reminding us of what we have done 
in our previous lives, and thus for giving us the feeling of our im- 
mortality"? Yet we must note that when two earlier witnesses, 
Diodorus Siculus and Cicero, mention the Pythagorean practice 
of remembering the events of the preceding days, they speak only 
of exercises intended to increase memory capacity. For Porphyry, 
it was more a question of examining one’s conscience, since it was 
necessary to account to oneself for one’s past actions, and also 
foresee how one was going to act in the future.*! 

We have many descriptions of life in the school of Pythagoras. 
Unfortunately, they are often projections of an ideal of the philo- 
sophical life which was proper to schools much later than 
Pythagoreanism, so they cannot be trusted for the reconstruction 
of the Pythagorean model of life. We know that Plato praised this 
way of life in his Republic, but he gives us no substantive details 
about it.” All we can say with certainty is, first, that the Pythagore- 
ans, during and after the time of Pythagoras, exerted political 
influence on several southern Italian cities, thereby furnishing a 
model for the Platonic ideal of a city organized and governed by 
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philosophers.? We can also say that after the defeat of this political 
activity, there existed, in southern Italy as well as in the rest of 
Greece, Pythagorean communities which led an ascetic life of the 
type we have already discussed. 

We also know very little about the spiritual practices that may 
have been followed by other Presocratic philosophers. We can 
only note that when discussing peace of mind, one of their favor- 
ite themes, philosophers like Seneca and Plutarch allude to a work 
by Democritus devoted to euthumia, or the good disposition of 
the soul, equivalent to joy." According to Seneca, Democritus 
sought it in a state of balance of the soul, which we can achieve if 
we adapt our actions to what we are capable of doing. Joy thus 
corresponds to self-knowledge, and we must “mind our own busi- 
ness.” Action on oneself is possible. 

It is noteworthy that an abundant collection of moral sayings 
circulated under the name of Democritus. He had also written a 
work entitled Tritogeneia—one of the epithets of the goddess 
Athena, whom he identified with wisdom or prudence; and he 
defined this wisdom as the art of reasoning well, speaking well, 
and doing what needs to be done.“ 

Among the Sophists, Antiphon is interesting specifically for 
having proposed a therapeutics which consisted in healing grief 
and pain by means of the word." We do not know how he prac- 
ticed it, but we can find valuable indications of his knowledge of 
human psychology in the fragments of his works which have been 
preserved. Here, we shall limit ourselves to a few examples. 

Antiphon knew that one cannot become wise without having 
personally experienced what is shameful or bad—in other words, 
without having won a victory over oneself. He also knew that a 
person who wants to harm his neighbor but does not do so right 
away, for fear of failure or of unpleasant consequences, often 
winds up abandoning his project. This means that prudence 
consists in reflection and in adopting a critical distance toward ac- 
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tion; thus, we can glimpse the role played by reflection in the con- 
duct of life. He also was reputed to be an excellent interpreter of 
dreams. We may note the following remark on the uniqueness and 
seriousness of life: “There are people who do not live their present 
life; it is as if they were preparing themselves, with all their zeal, to 
live some other life, but not this one. And while they do this, time 
goes by and is lost. We cannot put life back in play, as if we were 
casting another roll of the dice"? It is as though we were already 
hearing Epicurus or Seneca telling us that “while we wait to live, 
life passes us by.” 

These few examples allow us to suppose that there was an entire 
prehistory of the philosophical life and of the practices associated 
with it?" Yet given the paucity of surviving fragments and the 
difficulty of interpreting them, to describe them with precision 
would require a very lengthy study. 


Exercises of Body and Soul 


Although many texts allude to them, there is no systematic treatise 
which exhaustively codifies the theory and technique of philo- 
sophical exercises (askesis). We can assume that such practices 
were mainly the subject of oral instruction, and that they were 
linked to the custom of spiritual guidance. Treatises entitled Or 
Exercise did exist, but they are now lost. Under this title, we have 
only a brief treatise by the Stoic Musonius Rufus.*! Musonius first 
affirms that people who undertake to philosophize need to exer- 
cise. He then distinguishes exercises proper to the soul, and those 
common to the soul and the body. The former consist in “always 
having at one’s disposition,” and therefore handy for meditation, 
the arguments which establish the fundamental dogmas govern- 
ing our actions. They also include representing things to ourselves 
in a new way, and wishing and seeking only for things which are 
truly good—that is to say, purity of moral intent. We practice the 
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exercises common to body and soul “if we accustom ourselves to 
the cold, to heat, to hunger, to frugal nourishment, to hard beds, 
to abstinence from pleasant things, and to tolerance of unpleasant 
things.” Thus, our bodies will become insensitive to pain and 
ready for action; at the same time, the soul will fortify itself thanks 
to such exercises, becoming courageous and temperate. 

These remarks by Musonius are precious because they show 
that the notion of philosophical exercises has its roots in the ideal 
of athleticism and in the habitual practice of physical culture typi- 
cal of the gymnasia. Just as the athlete gave new strength and form 
to his body by means of repeated bodily exercises, so the philoso- 
pher developed his strength of soul by means of philosophical ex- 
ercises, and transformed himself. This analogy was all the more 
clear because it was precisely in the gymnasium—the place where 
physical exercises were practiced—that philosophy lessons were 
often given as well.” Exercises of body and soul thus combined to 
shape the true person: free, strong, and independent. 

We have seen several examples of these practices in the context 
of the various schools. Let us now look at the profound kinship 
that existed among all these exercises. We will see that they ulti- 
mately can be reduced to two movements, opposed but comple- 
mentary, in the acquisition of self-consciousness: one of concen- 
tration of the self, and the other of expansion of the self. What 
unified these practices was their striving for a single ideal: the 
figure of the sage, who, despite apparent differences, was con- 
ceived by the various schools as having many common features. 


Relation to Self and Concentration of the “I” 


ASKESIS 


Almost all the schools advocated the practice of askesis (a Greek 
word meaning "exercise") and self-mastery. There was Platonic 
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askésis, which consisted in renouncing the pleasures of the flesh 
and in adopting a specific dietary regime, which, under the in- 
fluence of Neopythagoreanism, sometimes went as far as vegetari- 
anism. This askésis was intended to weaken the body by means of 
fasting and sleeplessness, so that the individual could better live 
the life of the spirit. Then there was Cynic askésis (also practiced 
by certain Stoics), which advocated enduring hunger, cold, and in- 
sults, as well as eliminating all luxury, comfort, and artifices of civ- 
ilization, in order to cultivate independence and stamina. There 
was Pyrrhonian askésis, which trained the individual to view all 
things as indifferent, since we cannot tell if they are good or bad. 
There was that of the Epicureans, who limited their desires in or- 
der to accede to pure pleasure. And there was that of the Stoics, 
who corrected their judgments of objects by recognizing that we 
must not become attached to indifferent things. All these schools 
called for a kind of self-duplication in which the "T" refuses to be 
conflated with its desires and appetites, takes up a distance from 
the objects of its desires, and becomes aware of its power to be- 
come detached from them. It thus rises from a partial and particu- 
lar vision to a universal perspective, be it that of Nature or that of 
the Spirit. 


DEATH, THE "I," AND THE PRESENT 


Spiritual exercises almost always correspond to the movement by 
which the "T" concentrates itself upon itself and discovers that it is 
not what it had thought. It ceases to be conflated with the objects 
to which it had become attached. 

The thought of death plays a decisive role here. We have seen 
how Plato defined philosophy as an exercise of death: since death 
is the separation of the soul and the body, the philosopher sepa- 
rates himself spiritually from the body. From a Platonic point of 
view, we are thus brought back to that askesis which consists in 
discovering the pure “I,” and in transcending the egoistic self 
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which is withdrawn into its individuality. It does this by separat- 
ing the self from everything that has become attached to it and to 
which it has become attached, and that prevents it from becoming 
aware of itself—like the sea god Glaucus, covered with barnacles, 
seaweed, and pebbles, mentioned by Plato.? Becoming aware is an 
act of askésis and detachment, as we can also see from Plotinus, 
who urges the "T" to separate itself from what is foreign to it: 


If you do not see your own beauty yet, do as the sculptor does with 
a statue which must become beautiful: he pares away this part, 
scratches that other part, makes one place smooth, and cleans an- 
other, until he causes a beautiful face to appear in the statue. In the 
same way, you too must pare away what is superfluous, straighten 
what is crooked, purify all that is dark, in order to make it gleam. 
And never cease sculpting your own statue, until the divine light of 
virtue shines within you.* 


The exercise we have just mentioned can be found in the 
Stoics—for instance, in Marcus Aurelius? Marcus exhorts him- 
self to separate from “himself” (meaning, he says, from “his 
thought") what others do or say, and what he himself has done or 
said in the past. He also encourages himself to separate from his 
"I" everything in the future which may worry him (by this he 
means his body, and even the soul which animates his body), in- 
cluding events which stem from the mutual linkage of universal 
causes—in other words, destiny—and things which have become 
attached to him because he has attached himself to them. He 
promises himself that if he separates himself from the past and the 
future, and lives within the present, he will attain a life of peace 
and serenity. 

In this exercise, the “I” is completely circumscribed within the 
present. It tries to live only that which it lives—that is, the pres- 
ent—and it "separates" itself from what it has done and said in the 
past, and from what it will experience in the future. ^We live only 
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the present, so infinitely small,” says Marcus. “The rest either has 
already been lived, or else it is uncertain. The past no longer 
concerns us, and the future does not concern us yet.” Here, we en- 
counter the Stoic opposition between what depends on us and 
what does not depend on us. What depends on us is the present— 
the site of action, decision, and freedom; what does not depend on 
us comprises the past and the future, about which we can do noth- 
ing. For us, the past and the future can mean only imaginary pains 
and pleasures.?? 

It is important to understand this exercise of concentration on 
the present. We must not imagine that the Stoic remembers noth- 
ing and never thinks about the future. It is not thoughts about the 
future and the past which he rejects, but the passions, vain hopes, 
andvainregretsthey can entail. TheStoic wants to be active; in or- 
der to live and to act, we must make projects, and take the past 
into consideration in order to foresee our actions. Since all action 
is inevitably present, however, we must think about the past and 
the future only as a function of our action and insofar as such 
thoughts may be useful for our action. It is thus choice, decision, 
and action which determine the thickness of the present. 

The Stoics distinguished two ways of defining the present. The 
first consisted in understanding it as the limit between the past 
and the future. From this perspective, there is never any present 
time, since time is infinitely divisible. This is an abstract, mathe- 
matical division, in which the present is reduced to an infini- 
tesimal instant. The second way consisted in defining the present 
with regard to human consciousness; it then represented a certain 
thickness and duration, corresponding to the attention of lived 
consciousness.? When we speak of concentration on the present, 
it is this present to which we refer. 

Self-awareness is nothing other than the consciousness of the 
"T" acting and living within the present moment. As Marcus 
Aurelius never tires of repeating: I must concentrate my attention 
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on what I am thinking at this moment, what I am doing at this 
moment, and what is happening to me at this moment, so that I 
see things as they present themselves to me at this moment, so that 
I may rectify my intention in the action I am accomplishing. I 
must want to do only that which serves the human community, so 
that I may accept, as willed by fate, what is happening at this mo- 
ment, and which does not depend on me.” 

This exercise of self-awareness can thus be reduced to an exer- 
cise of attention to oneself (prosokhé) and vigilance.” It supposes 
that, at each instant, we renew our choice of life—that is to say, the 
purity of our intentions, the conformity of our individual will 
with the will of universal Nature—and that we keep constantly 
present in our minds the rules of life which express that choice. 
Philosophers must be perfectly aware, at each instant, of what they 
are and of what they are doing. 

Like Platonic self-awareness, such concentration on the present 
moment also presupposes an “exercise of death.” The thought of 
the possibility of death gives value and seriousness to each of life’s 
moments and actions: 


Act, speak, and always think like one who might depart from life at 
any moment. 


Accomplish each of life’s actions as if it were your last, keeping 
yourself far from all frivolity. 


Your way of life achieves perfection when you spend each day as if 
it were your last. 


Let death be before your eyes every day, and you will never have a 
base thought or an excessive desire. 


From this perspective, the person who applies all his attention and 
all his consciousness to the present will feel that he has everything 
within the present moment, for within this moment he has both 
the absolute value of existence and the absolute value of moral in- 
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tent. There is nothing further left to desire. An entire lifetime and 
all eternity could not bring him any more happiness: “If one has 
wisdom for one moment, one will not be any less happy than a 
person who has it throughout all eternity.” Happiness is happi- 
ness through and through, just as a circle remains a circle whether 
it is tiny or immense.” Unlike a dance or a theater play, which re- 
main unfinished if they are interrupted, moral actions are wholly 
perfect at each moment. One such present moment is thus 
equivalent to an entire life. With regard to such a moment, we can 
say: “I have realized my life; I have had all that could be expected 
from life. Now I can die.” 


At the moment we go to sleep, let us say, in joy and gaiety: “I have 
lived. I have traveled the path which Fortune assigned to me.” If a 
god gives us the next day as a bonus, let us receive it with joy. He 
who awaits tomorrow without worries is fully happy and enjoys 
tranquil self-possession. Whoever has said to himself “I have lived” 
can arise each day to an unexpected gift. 


Hurry up and live, and consider each day as a completed life. . . . He 
who believes every day that his life has been complete enjoys peace 
of mind.® 


We can see how this exercise leads us to consider time and life in a 
completely different way, and ultimately engenders a true 
transfiguration of the present. It is all the more interesting to note 
that in the course of this spiritual process, Epicureanism and Sto- 
icism coincide at various points. 

In Epicureanism, too, concentrating on oneself and becoming 
aware of oneself were linked to an askesis, which consisted in lim- 
iting one's desires to those that are natural and necessary and that 
ensure stable pleasure for the flesh—in other words, for the indi- 
vidual.” 

Aristotle had remarked, “It is a pleasure to sense that one is 
alive.” But to be alive means precisely to sense. Thus, what we 
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should say is: “It is a pleasure to sense that one senses.” For 
Epicurus, sentient beings could, as it were, become aware of them- 
selves—and this was precisely philosophical pleasure, the pure 
pleasure of existence. 

In order to achieve this self-awareness, however, it is again nec- 
essary to separate the self from what is foreign to it—not only 
from the passions engendered by the body, but also from the pas- 
sions engendered by the soul’s vain desires. Here we once again see 
concentration on the present, because the reason we let ourselves 
be dragged along and worried, waiting and hoping for the future, 
is that the soul is thinking about the past and the future. This 
happens when the soul has not yet cut off its desires which are nei- 
ther natural nor necessary, such as the pursuit of wealth and hon- 
ors, which can be satisfied only by a lengthy effort, as difficult as it 
is uncertain: 


The foolish live waiting for good things to happen. Since they know 
these things are uncertain, they are consumed by fear and anxiety. 
Later on—and this is the worst of their torments—they find that 
they have longed in vain for money, power, and glory; for they have 
not derived any pleasure from these things, which they hoped for so 
passionately and worked so hard to attain. 


The life of a fool is hard and worrisome. It is wholly devoured by 
the future.” 


Concerning the past, the Epicureans admitted that it can pro- 
vide us stable pleasure, but only insofar as we “reactualize” it.” 
Thus, Epicurus writes that his physical sufferings are assuaged by 
the memory of the philosophical conversations he had with his 
disciples.” And this may mean not only that the memory of past 
pleasures provides him with pleasure in the present, but that the 
philosophical reasoning he recalls likewise helps him to overcome 
his suffering. 

As for the Stoics, the fundamental Epicurean spiritual exercise 
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consists in concentration on the present—that is to say, on the 
consciousness of the “I” in the present—and in refraining from 
projecting our desires on the future. The present is enough for 
happiness, because it allows us to satisfy our simplest and most 
necessary desires, which provide stable pleasure. This is one of the 
favorite themes of the poet Horace: 


Let the soul be happy in the present, and refuse to worry about 
what will come later. 


Think about arranging the present as best you can, with serene 
mind. All else is carried away as by a river.” 


For the Stoics, this exercise is closely linked to the thought of 
death, since this is what gives value to each of life’s days and in- 
stants. This is why we must live each momentas if it were our last: 


While we are talking, jealous time has fled. So seize the day, and do 
not trust the morrow! 


Persuade yourself that each new day that dawns will be your last. 
Then you will receive each unexpected hour with gratitude.” 


“With gratitude” because, from the perspective of death, each in- 
stant appears as a wonderful gift—an act of grace which is unex- 
pected in its uniqueness. “Recognize the value of each additional 
moment, and receive it as though it happened by wonderful, in- 
credible luck.” 

We must become aware of the splendor of existence.” Most 
people are unaware of it and consume themselves in vain desires, 
which conceal life itself from them. In the words of the Stoic Sen- 
eca: “While we postpone living, life passes us by." He seems to 
have been echoing an Epicurean saying: “We are born only once; 
twice is not permitted. Thus, we must cease to exist for all eternity. 
Yet you, who are not master of tomorrow—you put off joy until 
tomorrow. Life is vainly consumed in such delays, and each of us 


dies without ever having known peace.’ 
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Like the Stoic, the Epicurean finds perfection in the present mo- 
ment. For him, the pleasure of the present moment does not need 
to last in order to be perfect. A single instant of pleasure is as per- 
fect as an eternity thereof.” Here, Epicurus is heir to the Aristote- 
lian theory of pleasure. For Aristotle, just as the act of vision is 
complete and finished, in its specificity, at each moment of its du- 
ration, so pleasure is specifically complete at each moment. Plea- 
sure is not a movement which unfolds within time, nor does it de- 
pend on duration. It is a reality in itself which is not situated 
within the category of time. We can say of Epicurean pleasure, as 
of Stoic virtue, that their quantity does not change their essence: a 
circle is a circle, be it immense or minuscule. This is why to hope 
for an increase in pleasure from the future is to be ignorant of 
pleasure’s very nature; for we can achieve stable, appeasing plea- 
sure only if we know how to limit ourselves to what we can obtain 
within the present moment, without letting ourselves be swept 
along by the unreasonable limitlessness of our desires. Stoic virtue 
and Epicurean pleasure are thus perfect at each moment, and both 
Stoics and Epicureans can agree with Horace’s dictum: “He who is 
happy and master of himself is the one who can say, every day: ‘I 
have lived." 

“T have lived,” in other words, because I have known the atem- 
poral nature of pleasure, and the perfection and absolute value of 
stable pleasure; but also because I have become aware of the 
atemporal nature of being. Nothing can prevent me from having 
been within being, or from having attained the pleasure of feeling 
myself exist." The Epicurean meditation on death is intended to 
make us aware of both the absolute value of existence and the 
nothingness of death, to give us the love of life and to suppress the 
fear of death: "The exercise of living well and the exercise of dying 
well are one and the same thing.”® To die well means to under- 
stand that death, qua not-being, is nothing for us; but it also 
means rejoicing at each instant that we have acceded to being, and 
knowing that death cannot diminish the plenitude of the pleasure 
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of being. As Carlo Diano has rightly remarked, there is a profound 
ontological intuition behind the idea that death is nothing for me: 
being is not not-being, and there is no passage from being to 
nothingness. Perhaps Wittgenstein was thinking of Epicurus when 
he wrote: “Death is not an event of life. It is not experienced. If by 
‘eternity’ we mean not an infinite temporal duration but atem- 
porality, then whoever lives in the present lives eternally.” 

Here we see that Spinoza was wrong, in a sense, to oppose med- 
itation on death to meditation on life. In fact, they are inseparable 
from each other.** They are fundamentally identical, and both are 
an indispensable condition for becoming self-aware. From this 
point of view, moreover, we would be wrong to establish a radical 
opposition between the exercise of death in Plato, on the one 
hand, and in the Stoics and Epicureans, on the other. In both 
cases, the goal of this exercise is to become self-aware by means of 
the thought of death, for the self which thinks of its death always, 
in one way or another, thinks of itself in the atemporality of the 
Spirit or of being. We can therefore say that, in this sense, the 
exercise of death is one of the most fundamental philosophical ex- 
ercises. 


CONCENTRATION ON THE SELF AND EXAMINATION OF THE CONSCIENCE 


From the perspective of lived philosophy, which we are here set- 
ting forth, becoming self-aware is an essentially ethical act, thanks 
to which our way of being, living, and seeing is transformed. To be 
aware of ourselves thus means to be aware of our moral state. This 
is what the tradition of Christian spirituality calls the examination 
of the conscience, a practice which was very widespread in the 
philosophical schools of antiquity.® This practice has its roots, 
first of all, in the simple fact that in all schools, the beginning of 
philosophy means becoming aware of the state of alienation, dis- 
persion, and unhappiness in which we find ourselves before we 
convert to philosophy. An Epicurean principle states: "The knowl- 
edge of our errors is the beginning of our salvation.”** To which 
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corresponds the Stoic principle: “The starting point of philosophy 
... is our consciousness of our own weakness.”# Yet the point is 
not simply to think about our faults. We must also take stock of 
the progress we make. 

So far as the Stoics are concerned, we know that Zeno, the 
school’s founder, recommended that philosophers examine their 
dreams in order to become aware of the progress their soul had 
made. This implies the existence of the practice of examining the 
conscience: “He thought that each person could become aware of 
the progress he was making by means of his dreams. Such progress 
was real if one no longer dreamed that one was defeated by some 
shameful passion, or that one had yielded to or committed some- 
thing bad or unjust, but if the soul’s faculties of representation 
and affectivity, relaxed by reason, shone as if in a diaphanous sea 
of serenity, untroubled by waves.” As we have seen, Plato had al- 
ready noted that dreams reveal the state of the soul? And the 
theme reappears in Christian spirituality? 

Although this is not stated explicitly in the texts, we can reason- 
ably assume that the examination of conscience was practiced 
within the Epicurean school, for it was virtually inseparable from 
the confession and fraternal correction which the school consid- 
ered so important. 

- We find traces of this practice in the second-century B.C. Letter 
of Aristeas, which affirms that the good king has a duty to have all 
his actions of the day noted, so that he can correct whatever errors 
he may have committed.?! 

Around the beginning of the Christian period, Neopythago- 
reanism takes up in a moral sense the mnemonic exercises prac- 
ticed by the ancient Pythagoreans. We can see this in the Golden 
Verses: 


Do not let sleep fall upon your soft eyes 
Before you have gone over each act of your day three times: 
Where have I failed? What have I done? What duty have I omitted? 
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Begin here, and continue the examination. After this, 
Find fault with what was badly done, and rejoice in what was good.” 


These lines from the Golden Verses were frequently cited or alluded 
to later on by writers advocating examination of the conscience— 
by Stoics such as Epictetus, independent philosophers such as 
Galen, and especially Neoplatonists such as Porphyry and Iam- 
blichus when they describe the life of Pythagorean communities 
as the ideal model for the philosophical life. 

Galen, a physician, was independent of all philosophical 
schools.? Because he wished to care not only for bodies but also 
for souls, he linked the examination of the conscience to spiritual 
guidance. He advised people to have their faults pointed out by 
someone older and more experienced, and then to examine them- 
selves, mornings and evenings. 

Seneca stated that he himself practiced this exercise. He claimed 
to be following the example of a Neopythagorean philosopher 
named Sextius, who lived in the time of Augustus: 


Every day, we must call upon our soul to give an account of itself. 
This is what Sextius did. When the day was over and he had with- 
drawn to his room for his nightly rest, he questioned his soul: 
“What evils have you cured yourself of today? What vices have you 
fought? In what sense are you better?" Is there anything better than 
to examine a whole day's conduct? What a good sleep follows the 
examination of one's self! How tranquil, deep, and free it is, when 
the mind has been praised or warned, and has become the observer 
and secret judge of its own morals! I make use of this power, and 
every day I plead my cause before myself. When the torch has been 
taken away and my wife, already used to my habits, has fallen silent, 
I examine my entire day and measure what I have done and said. I 
hide nothing from myself, nor am I indulgent with myself. 


Elsewhere, Seneca develops this analogy with judicial proce- 
dure: “Be your own accuser, then judge, and finally defense attor- 
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ney.” Here we find the notion of the “inner court” of the con- 
science—an image that can be found in (among other texts) 
Hierocles commentary on the Pythagorean Golden Verses?6 This 
is the “inner court” described by Kant, who observed that when 
the self is its own judge, it splits into an intelligible self (which im- 
poses its own law on itself, viewing itself from a universal pers- 
pective) and a sensible, individual self? We thus encounter 
once again the split implied in askesis and in becoming aware of 
one’s self. Here, the “I” comes to identify with impartial, objective 
Reason. 

This examination may sometimes have been carried out in 
writing, as is implied when Epictetus recommends that we ob- 
serve the precise frequency of our episodes of negligence. We 
should note, for instance, if we get angry once a day, or every two, 
three, or four days.” 

Usually, however, the examination of conscience did not 
become entangled in such minutiae. On the contrary, it was 
much less a matter of keeping a score—be it positive or negative 
—of the soul’s states than of having a means to reestablish self- 
consciousness, self-attention, and the power of reason. We can see 
this in Marcus Aurelius, for instance, who recalls the fundamental 
rules of life which govern our relations with others, as he exhorts 
himself to prepare for the difficulties he will encounter with other 
people.’ Similarly, Galen recommends that when we get up in the 
morning and before we undertake the actions of the day, we ask 
ourselves if it is better to live in slavery to the passions, or, on the 
contrary, to make use of rationality in all things.'?' Epictetus like- 
wise advises us to examine ourselves in the morning, so that we 
may recall not only the progress we must make but also the princi- 
ples which must guide our actions: 


As soon as you rise in the morning, ask yourself, “What must I still 
do to attain impassibility and absence of worry? Who am I? A 
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body? A possession? A reputation? None of those things. But what, 
then? I am a rational being.” What is required of such a being? Go 
over your actions in your mind: “Of the things that lead to happi- 
ness, which have I neglected? What have I done that is contrary to 
friendship, to social obligations, or to the qualities of the heart? 
What duty have I omitted in these matters?”!” 


We glimpse even broader perspectives when Epictetus, exhort- 
ing the philosopher to learn how to live alone with himself, gives 
the example of Zeus, who, when alone after the periodic con- 
flagration of the universe and prior to the beginning of a new cos- 
mic period, “rests within himself, reflects on his divine govern- 
ment, and entertains himself with thoughts that are worthy of 
him.” Epictetus continues: “We, too, should converse with our- 
selves, should learn how not to need others and not to feel aimless 
when we are by ourselves. We must pay attention to the divine and 
to our relation to the rest of the world; must consider what our at- 
titude toward events has been and what it is now—what things 
cause us grief, and how they might be treated and extirpated.”!” 
Here, examination of the conscience appears as part of an exercise 
which is much more vast: that of meditation. The movement of 
concentration upon and attention to oneself turns out to be 
closely related to the opposite movement of dilation and expan- 
sion by which the “T” finds its place within the perspective of the 
All, of its relation to the rest of the world, and of destiny as this is 
manifested in events. 


Relation to the Cosmos and Expansion of the “I” 


THE SELF'S EXPANSION INTO THE WORLD 

We have seen how one of the spiritual exercises which Plato rec- 
ommended consisted in a kind of dilation of the self into the total- 
ity of the real. The soul was to "strive ceaselessly to embrace the 
whole universality of the divine and the human" and toward "the 
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contemplation of the whole of time and of being.”!™ Thus, the 
soul, as it were, stretches into immensity. “It rises into the heights 
and governs the whole world,” while the body alone remains to 
inhabit the city: “Its thought, considering all human affairs as 
mere petty nothingness of which it takes no account, flies in every 
direction, . . . sounding what is beneath the earth, measuring the 
earth’s surface, studying the path of the stars across the vault 
which overlooks the sky, exploring the whole nature of each of 
these realities in its totality, without ever coming back down to 
what is immediately close to hand.”! The Aristotelian contempla- 
tion of nature, from the loving gaze directed at the stars to the 
marvelous pleasure provided by the works of Nature, likewise 
brings about this elevation of thought. 

Among the Epicureans, too, there is an expansion of the self 
into the cosmos—an expansion that provides us with the pleasure 
of plunging into the infinite. For the Epicureans, the world we see 
is only one of the innumerable worlds which extend throughout 
infinite time and space: 


For the spirit plunges into immeasurable and infinite space, and ex- 
tends itself so as to traverse it in all directions, never seeing any bor- 
ders or limits at which it might stop. 


Since space stretches to infinity beyond the walls of this world, the 
spirit seeks to know what is in this immensity, into which it can 
plunge its gaze as far as it wishes and where it can soar in free, spon- 
taneous flight. 


The walls of the world fly apart. I see things hurled about within 
the immense void. . . . The earth does not stop me from distin- 
guishing all that is happening beneath my feet, in the depths of the 
void. At the sight, I find myself seized by a kind of shudder of di- 
vine pleasure. ! 


Let us note in passing that, despite what certain historians may be- 
lieve, it was not necessary to wait for Copernicus for the “walls of 
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the world to fly apart” or for the transition to be made from the 
“closed world to the infinite universe."!^? 

Like the consciousness of existence, the Epicurean contempla- 
tion of nature means being elevated to atemporality, as is stated in 
an Epicurean saying: “Remember that, although born mortal and 
having received a limited life, you have nevertheless risen, through 
the science of nature, up to eternity, and that you have seen the 
infinity of things: those that shall be and those that have been"? 

The Stoics likewise advocated an exercise of expansion of the 
“J,” an expansion into the infinite— not into the infinity of count- 
less universes (for the world was finite and unique according to 
Stoic thought), but into the infinity of time, in which the same un- 
folding of events which constitutes the world repeats itself eter- 
nally. The “P’ plunges into the totality of the world and feels with 
joy that it is an integral part of this world: 


Tell us instead how natural it is for man to unfold his thought into 
the infinite. The human soul is a grand and noble thing. The only 
limits it accepts are those it has in common with God himself. . . . 
Its homeland is that which encloses the sky and the world by its cir- 
cular movement. 


The soul achieves all the fulfillment and completion of happiness 
that the human condition can attain when it reaches the heights, 
and enters the heart of nature. . . . It likes to soar amid the stars, . . . 
When it arrives there, it nourishes itself and grows. Freed from its 
bonds, it returns to its origin. 


The soul travels through the entire world, and the void which sur- 
rounds it, and its form. And it extends into the infinity of endless 
time, and embraces and conceives of the periodic rebirth of the 
universe. 


Toembrace the paths of the stars in our gaze, as if they were carry- 
ing us along in their revolutions, and constantly to think of the 
transformations of the elements into one another—such represen- 
tations purify us of the stains of terrestrial life. 
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Constantly imagine the totality of the world, and the totality of the 
real.110 


In the Platonic tradition, where references to the Republic, the 
Phaedrus, and the Theaetetus are dominant, the soul’s flight 
through cosmic space is a very frequent theme: “When men aspire 
to a life of peace and serenity, they contemplate nature and all that 
is within it. . . . In thought, they accompany the moon, the sun, 
and the movements of the other stars, fixed or wandering. To be 
sure, their bodies remain on earth, but they give wings to their 
souls, so that they can rise into the ether and observe the powers 
which dwell there, as is fitting for men who have become citizens 
of the world!!! 

In an epigram that is probably correctly attributed to him, the 
astronomer Ptolemy, who was influenced by Platonic, Stoic, and 
Aristotelian doctrines, likewise describes his feelings at being asso- 
ciated with divine life, when he soars in thought through the celes- 
tial spheres: “I know I am mortal and last only a day. Yet when I 
accompany the dense ranks of stars in their circular course, my 
feet no longer touch the earth. Beside Zeus himself, I drink my fill 
of ambrosia, like a god."!? 

In all the schools that practiced it, this exercise of thought and 
imagination consists, in the last analysis, in the philosopher's be- 
coming aware of his being within the All, as a minuscule point of 
brief duration, but capable of dilating into the immense field of 
infinite space and of seizing the whole of reality in a single intu- 
ition. The “I” thus experiences a twofold feeling: that of its puni- 
ness, as it sees its corporeal individuality lost in the infinity of 
space and time; and that of its greatness, as it experiences its 
power to embrace the totality of things.!'? We can call this an exer- 
cise of detachment and of taking one's distance, intended to teach 
us to see things with impartiality and objectivity. It is what the 
moderns would call “the viewpoint of Sirius.” As Ernest Renan 
wrote in 1880, “When we place ourselves in the viewpoint of the 
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solar system, our revolutions are scarcely as big as the movements 
of an atom. From the viewpoint of Sirius, they are even smaller." 
Such a rational, universal viewpoint has nothing to do with the al- 


leged trance of the shaman. 


THE VIEW FROM ABOVE 


From the heights to which he rises in thought, the philosopher 
looks down at the earth and at mankind, and judges them at their 
true value. As we read in a Chinese philosophical text, he "sees 
things in the light of the heavens.” The vision of the totality of 
being and time, mentioned in Plato's Republic, inspires us with 
contempt for death; while in the Theaetetus, all human affairs are 
petty nothingness for the philosopher who wanders over the 
whole extent of the real. He who is used “to embracing the whole 
world in his gaze" finds mankind's possessions small indeed. 

This theme recurs in the famous Dream of Scipio, in which 
Cicero tells how Scipio Aemilianus dreams he sees his ancestor 
Scipio Africanus. He is then transported to the Milky Way, where 
he sees the earth from above. It seems like a mere speck to him, so 
that he is ashamed of the tiny dimensions of the Roman Empire. 
His ancestor points out to him the vast spaces of the deserts, in or- 
der to make him see the insignificance of the space through which 
all-important fame can spread."!” 

Influenced by his Neopythagorean source, Ovid places the fol- 
lowing words in the mouth of Pythagoras at the end of his Meta- 
morphoses: "I yearn to travel amid the lofty stars. Leaving the 
earth, this inert way-station, I want to be borne by the clouds. . . . 
From above, I will see men wandering haphazardly, trembling 
with fear at the thought of death, because they lack reason." 
Epicureans and Stoics also recommended this attitude. From 
the heights of the serene regions, Lucretius lowers his gaze to 
mankind and sees them "wandering everywhere, seeking for the 
path of life at random”! For Seneca, the philosopher's soul, 
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transported amid the stars, casts its gaze down upon the earth, 
which seems like a speck to it. It then laughs at the luxuries of the 
wealthy; the wars over the borders which people erect between 
each other seem ridiculous to it; and armies invading territories 
are mere ants fighting over a narrow space."? 

This is also the view of the Cynic Menippus in Lucian's brilliant 
story Icaromenippus. When the hero arrives on the moon, he sees 
people stupidly quarreling over national boundaries and the rich 
gloating over their lands, which, notes Menippus, are no larger 
than the atoms of Epicurus. When he sees mankind from above, 
Menippus also compares them to ants. In another work, entitled 
Charon, the ferryman of the dead looks at human life on earth 
from a vertiginous height, and considers how foolish men's ac- 
tions are when one examines them while bearing in mind that 
their agents will soon die. 

It is significant that Lucian's observer should be the ferryman of 
the dead. To view things from above is to look at them from the 
perspective of death. In both cases, it means looking at things with 
detachment, distance, and objectivity, seeing them as they are in 
themselves, situating them within the immensity of the universe 
and the totality of nature, without the false prestige lent to them 
by our human passions and conventions. The view from above 
changes our value judgments on things: luxury, power, war, bor- 
ders, and the worries of everyday life all become ridiculous. 

Becoming aware of ourselves, whether in the movement of con- 
centration on the self or in the movement of expansion towards 
the All, inevitably requires the exercise of death. One might 
say that this exercise has been, since Plato, the very essence of phi- 
losophy. 


PHYSICS AS A SPIRITUAL EXERCISE 


We have already mentioned the spiritual exercise of physics. This 
expression sounds strange to our modern ears, yet it corresponds 
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well to the image of physics which has been traditional in ancient 
philosophy at least since Plato. 

In general, ancient physics did not claim to be propounding a 
system of nature which was totally rigorous in all its details. To be 
sure, there were indisputably general principles of explanation— 
for instance, the antithesis between necessity and optimal choice 
in the Timaeus, or between atoms and the void in Epicurus. There 
was also a global vision of the universe. For explanations of partic- 
ular phenomena, however, ancient philosophers made no claims 
to certainty. They were content to propose one or several probable 
or reasonable explanations which would satisfy the mind and af- 
ford it pleasure. As Plato remarks with regard to metals: “Similarly 
for the other varieties [of metals], it would be by no means com- 
plicated to discuss them by pursuing the type of story known as 
the likely myth. When, for the sake of recreation, a person sets 
aside the accounts concerning eternal beings, and examines those 
likely ones concerned with the realm of becoming, he procures a 
pleasure of which he will not have to repent and acquires a moder- 
ate, reasonable amusement in his life"?! 

Here, as always, we must make allowances for Platonic irony, 
which pretends to treat lightly what matters most. Nevertheless, 
Plato does believe that natural things, produced by the gods, ulti- 
mately escape our knowledge. In general, we can say that ancient 
writings on physics are not treatises which set forth, once and for 
all, a definitive, systematic theory of physical phenomena exam- 
ined for their own sake. Their finality lies elsewhere. Instead, the 
goal was to learn to deal with problems in a methodical way (as 
advocated by Aristotle); or else to devote oneself to what Epicurus 
called the constant exercise (energema) of the science of nature 
(physiologia), which, he says, “brings the highest degree of serenity 
in this life”; or else to elevate the spirit by the contemplation of 
nature. 

Such exercises thus had a moral finality, whose tone differed 
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from school to school but which can always be recognized. This is 
already the case in the Timaeus, when Plato urges the human soul 
to imitate the world soul in the movement of its thoughts and 
thereby attain the goal of human life.'?? According to Aristotle, the 
practice of research brings joy to the soul and thereby enables it to 
attain life’s supreme happiness; often, the philosopher will attain 
merely what is probable (eulogon), which is only satisfying for the 
mind but in the process affords it joy."^ For Epicurus, the exercise 
of the science of nature frees us from the fear of the gods and of 
death. 

Ina text by Cicero, inspired by the philosophy of the New Acad- 
emy,” we find perhaps the best description of physics conceived 
as a spiritual exercise. As a good disciple of Arcesilaus and Car- 
neades, he begins by taking up the Platonic reflections on the un- 
certainties of our knowledge of nature, particularly on the 
difficulties of observation and experimentation. Despite these un- 
certainties, physical research has a moral finality: 


I do not think we need to renounce the questions of the physicists. 
The observation and contemplation of nature are a kind of natural 
food for the soul and the mind. We rectify and dilate [I read 
latiores] ourselves; we look down at human things from on high, 
and as we contemplate the higher, celestial things, we feel contempt 
for human things, finding them petty and narrow. The search for 
the largest things, as well as for the most obscure, brings us plea- 
sure. If something probable presents itself to us in the course of this 
research, our mind is filled with a noble, human pleasure. 


At the beginning of his Natural Questions, Seneca likewise sees 
elevation of the soul as the principal justification of physics: “To 
contemplate these things, study them, devote ourselves to them, 
be absorbed by them— doesn't this mean transcending the mortal 
condition and having access to a superior condition? What profit, 
you ask, could you derive from your studies? Consider this one, if 
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there is no other: when the measure of God has been taken, I will 
know that everything is small"? 

The contemplation of nature had an existential meaning, 
whether or not it was accompanied by an effort at rational expla- 
nation. According to the poet Menander, who perhaps was 
influenced by Epicurus: “In my view, the greatest happiness—. . . 
before we return whence we came, with the greatest of haste—is to 
have contemplated, free of worry, these august beings: the sun 
which shines on all, the stars, the clouds, water, fire. Whether one 
lives a few years or one hundred, this same spectacle presents itself 
to our eyes, and we will never see another one so worthy of our 
praise." This is a constant tradition within ancient philosophy: 
what gives meaning and value to human life is the contemplation 
of nature, and it is thanks to this contemplation that every day is a 
festival for people of good will.* 

It is in Stoicism that the exercise of physics takes on its full 
value. More than anyone, the Stoic is conscious of being in contact 
with the entire universe at every moment, for the entire universe is 
implied within each present moment: 


Whatever happens to you was prepared in advance for you for all 
eternity, and the interweaving of causes has always woven together 
your substance and your encounter with this event. 


This event which comes to meet you has happened to you, has been 
coordinated with you, has been placed in relation to you because it 
has been spun together with you since the beginning, from the 
most distant causes. 


Each event which comes to meet you has been linked to you by des- 
tiny, and has been spun together with you from the All, since the 
beginning."? 


Thus, the self's concentration on the present moment and its dila- 
tion into the cosmos are realized in one single instant. In the 
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words of Seneca, “He enjoys the present without depending on 
what does not yet exist. .. . He is without hope and without desire; 
he does not hurl himself toward an uncertain goal, for he is 
satisfied with what he has. Nor is he satisfied with little, for what 
he possesses is the universe. . . . Like God, he says: ‘All this belongs 
to me”! At each moment, therefore, and with each event that I 
encounter, I am in relation with the entire past and future devel- 
opment of the universe. The Stoic choice of life consists precisely 
in being able to say "Yes!" to the universe in its totality, and there- 
fore to want what happens to happen as it happens. As Marcus 
Aurelius says to the universe: “I love along with you!” It is physics 
that allows us to understand that all is within all, and that, as 
Chrysippus said, a single drop of wine can be mixed with the en- 
tire sea and diffused throughout the whole world."! 

Consent to fate and to the universe, renewed on the occasion of 
each event, is thus lived and practiced physics. This exercise con- 
sists in placing our individual reason in accord with Nature, which 
is universal Reason. This is the same as making ourselves equal to 
the Whole, plunging into the All,? ceasing to be “human beings” 
and becoming “Nature.” This tendency to strip ourselves of “the 
human” is constant throughout the most diverse schools—from 
Pyrrho, who remarked on how hard it is to strip ourselves of the 
human, to Aristotle, for whom life according to the mind is super- 
human, and as far as Plotinus, who believed that in mystical expe- 


rience we cease to be “human”? 


Relations with Others 


Throughout our presentation of the various philosophical 
schools, we have encountered the problem of the philosopher’s re- 
lation to others—of his role within the city, for instance, and of his 
life with other members of his school. Here again, there are re- 
markable constants in the practice of philosophy. First of all, we 
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must recognize the capital importance of spiritual guidance.” It 
had two aspects: the process of moral education in general, and 
the relationship which individually linked master to disciple. An- 
cient philosophy was spiritual guidance according to both these 
aspects. In the words of Simplicius, who wrote at the very end of 
the history of ancient thought: 


What place shall the philosopher occupy within the city? It will be 
that of a sculptor of men, and an artisan who fabricates loyal, wor- 
thy citizens. He will thus have no other trade than to purify himself 
and to purify others, so that everyone may live life in conformity 
with nature, as is fitting for mankind. He will be the common fa- 
ther and pedagogue of all citizens—their reformer, their counselor, 
and their protector—offering himself to all in order to cooperate 
in the accomplishment of every good thing, rejoicing along with 
those who enjoy good fortune and offering condolences to the 
afflicted.P? 


So far as general moral education is concerned, we have already 
seen that the philosopher has taken the place of the city. As 
Ilsetraut Hadot has shown, the Greek city was particularly con- 
cerned about the ethical training of its citizens." This is attested 
by the custom of setting up stelae in the cities, engraved with max- 
ims of Delphic wisdom. Each philosophical school tried, in its 
own way, to take over this educative mission. Platonists and Aris- 
totelians tried to influence the legislators and governors, consid- 
ered the educators of the city; while Stoics, Epicureans, and Cynics 
tried to convert individuals, by means of missionary propaganda 
which was directed to all the people, with no distinctions of sex or 
social condition. 

Spiritual guidance thus appears as a method of individual edu- 
cation. It had a twofold purpose. First, the goal was to allow the 
disciple to become aware of himself—that is to say, of his defects 
and his progress. According to Marcus Aurelius, this was the role 
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that the Stoic Junius Rusticus had played in his life—"to have had 
an idea of my need to correct my moral state and to take care of 
it."?? Next, the goal was to help the disciple to make the particular 
reasonable choices demanded by everyday life. By "reasonable" we 
mean "probably good," for most schools agreed that when it 
comes to deciding on actions which do not depend entirely on 
us—navigating, going to war, getting married, having children— 
we cannot wait until we are certain before we act, and must make 
our choices according to probability. At this point, a counselor is 
indispensable. 

Paul Rabbow and Ilsetraut Hadot have given excellent analyses 
of the methods and forms of individual spiritual guidance, the 
practice of which is attested in almost all the philosophical 
schools.!*8 Socrates, as he appears in Plato's Dialogues and Xeno- 
phon's Memorabilia, can be considered the paradigm of the "spiri- 
tual guide" who, through his discourse and his way of being, 
gnaws at or shocks his interlocutor's soul, thereby obliging him to 
place his own life in question. We can use the same term to de- 
scribe the influence wielded by Plato over Dionysius of Syracuse, 
and the moral and political advice he gave him. According to tra- 
dition, Plato paid attention to the particular character of each of 
his disciples. Of Aristotle, he supposedly said, “I need a brake for 
him”; whereas he said of Xenocrates, “For him, it is a spur I need." 
He would often say to Xenocrates, who was always severe and seri- 
ous, “Make a sacrifice to the Graces??? 

In his Seventh Letter, Plato sets forth the principles which must 
underlie spiritual guidance as well as political action: “When one 
advises a sick person who is following a bad diet, the first thing to 
do to bring him back to health is to change his way of life.” The pa- 
tient must change his life in order to be treated. Whoever accepts 
such a change of life can be counseled: "Such, then, is my state of 
mind when someone comes to me and asks for advice on one of 
the most important things of his life—for instance, on the acquisi- 
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tion of wealth or the care that ought to be given to the body or the 
soul. If his everyday life seems to me to have taken a specific turn, 
or if he seems to agree to obey my advice on that for which he is 
consulting me, I advise him with all enthusiasm, and do not stop 
until I have fulfilled my sacred duty.”!*° 

Here we encounter the principle of the ethics of dialogue: we 
can engage in dialogue only with people who sincerely want to en- 
gage in dialogue. Thus, we will not try to force a person who re- 
fuses to change his way of life. We will not irritate or annoy him, 
reproach him vainly, or help him to satisfy desires of which we do 
not approve. The same holds true for the city which refuses to 
change its way of life: the philosopher may say that he abhors the 
city’s depravity, if that is of any use—but let him refrain from vio- 
lence! “When it is impossible to bring a better regime to power 
without banishing and killing people, it is better to keep still and 
pray for our own personal good, and for that of the city.” 

With regard to the Cynics, there are anecdotes in which a mas- 
ter tests the mettle of one of his disciples by humiliating him or 
reprimanding him."*! From the school of Epicurus, we have pre- 
cious testimony on the practice of spiritual guidance, particularly 
in its epistolary form. The practice of spiritual guidance was a 
topic of study in Epicurus’ school, as we learn from Philodemus’ 
treatise On Free Speech, which was taken from the lessons given on 
this theme by Zeno the Epicurean.'” Here, the master's frankness 
appears as an art, which is defined as aleatory or ^which proceeds 
by guesswork" (stokhastikos), insofar as it must take moments and 
circumstances into account. The master must expect defeats, and 
must try and try again to rectify the disciple's behavior by having 
compassion for his difficulties. For this to happen, however, the 
disciple must not hesitate to admit his difficulties and errors, and 
must speak with absolute freedom (here we see that the Epicurean 
tradition recognized the therapeutic value of the word). In return, 
the master must listen with sympathy, without sarcasm or malevo- 
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lence. In response to the disciple’s “confession,” the master must 
also speak openly, remonstrating with the disciple while making 
him understand the true purpose of his reprimands. As Phi- 
lodemus remarks, Epicurus had not hesitated to make rather 
stinging reproaches in a letter to his disciple Apollonides. The 
chiding had to be serene, without lacking in benevolence. Interest- 
ingly, Philodemus adds that the philosopher must not be afraid to 
address reproaches to politicians. 

From Epicurus’ school, we have an example of spiritual gui- 
dance in a letter sent by Metrodorus, one of Epicurus disciples, to 
the young Pythocles: 


You tell me that the spur of the flesh urges you on to abuse the plea- 
sures of love. If you do not break the laws and do not disturb estab- 
lished morality in any way, if you do not disturb any of your neigh- 
bors, if you do not exhaust your strength and do not waste your 
fortune—then give in to your inclinations without any scruples. 
However, it is impossible not to be stopped by at least one of these 
barriers. The pleasures of love have never profited anyone. At best, 
they may fail to do harm. 


We know little about the guidance of the conscience in ancient 
Stoicism; but we can assume that the Stoic treatises on casuistry 
written by Antipater of Tarsus and Diogenes of Babylon, of which 
we find traces in Cicero’s treatise On Duties, summarized lengthy 
experience of guidance of the conscience. Nevertheless, the history 
of Stoicism provides us with several figures of soul-directors: Sen- 
eca in his Letters to Lucilius, Musonius Rufus in his writings, and 
Epictetus in his Discourses, as reported by Arrian. Seneca’s spiri- 
tual guidance is highly literary; throughout his letters, the striking 
formulas, images, and even sonorities are chosen intentionally. Yet 
the psychological observations and the descriptions of Stoic exer- 
cises they contain are extremely valuable. 

We have every reason to believe that Junius Rusticus, Marcus 
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Aurelius Stoic master, served as a director of conscience for him. 
The future emperor was often angry at him, no doubt because the 
philosopher was in the habit of speaking quite freely. 

In Porphyry’s Life of Plotinus, as well as in other life-accounts of 
philosophers from the end of antiquity, many anecdotes reveal 
practices of spiritual guidance. For instance, there is the well- 
known story of how Plotinus advised travel to Porphyry, who was 
haunted by thoughts of suicide.'** Elsewhere, we learn an interest- 
ing detail about Aidesius, a philosopher who taught in Pergamum 
in the fourth century, and how he corrected his students' arro- 
gance: 


Aidesius' way of being was affable and close to the people. After di- 
alectical jousts, he used to go out for a walk in Pergamum with his 
most distinguished disciples. He wanted his disciples to have a feel- 
ing of harmony in their hearts and of care for the human race, so 
when he saw that they were insulting and haughty because of the 
pride they derived from their opinions, and that they had wings 
even larger than those of Icarus but even more fragile, he made 
them come down—not into the sea but onto the earth, and into 
what is human. If he came across a vegetable merchant, he was 
pleased, and stopped to talk with her about prices, about how much 
money she earned, and about vegetable farming. He did the same 
with weavers, blacksmiths, and carpenters.'5 


A text by Plutarch gives a good summary of the foregoing ob- 
servations on the phenomenon of guidance of the conscience in 
the philosophical schools, and the freedom of speech which 
reigned there. If, he writes, a person who has come to listen to a 
philosopher is troubled by something in particular—if, that is, he 
is oppressed by a passion which needs to be suppressed, or by suf- 
fering which needs to be relieved—then we must bring it out into 
the open and treat it. 


PHILOSOPHY AND PHILOSOPHICAL DISCOURSE 217 


If a fit of anger or superstition, a sharp disagreement with the peo- 
ple around us, or a passionate desire caused by love, “moving the 
unmoved chords of the heart," ^5 comes to trouble our thoughts, we 
must not try to talk with the master about other things, in order to 
avoid being blamed. It is precisely discourses dealing with these 
passions which we must hear during class; and when the class is 
over, we must go to the master in private and ask him further ques- 
tions. We must avoid doing the opposite, which is what most peo- 
ple do. They appreciate and admire philosophers when they talk 
about other subjects, but if the philosopher leaves other things 
aside and speaks to them frankly in private of the things which are 
important to them, and reminds them of them, they find him in- 
discreet and will not put up with him.!^ 


Most people, Plutarch continues, consider philosophers to be 
nothing but Sophists, who, as soon as they get up from their chairs 
and have put down their books and their beginner's manuals, are 
worse than other men “in the real acts of life.” Yet the way of life of 
true philosophers is different from this. 

Ancient philosophers thus developed many varieties of therapy 
of the soul, which were practiced by means of various forms of 
discourse: exhortation, reprimands, consolation, instruction. The 
Greeks had known since the time of Homer and Hesiod that it is 
possible to modify people's decisions and inner dispositions by 
the careful choice of persuasive words; and in the time of the 
Sophists, the rules of the art of rhetoric were constituted in ac- 
cordance with this tradition. Like the spiritual exercises by which 
an individual tried to influence and modify himself, philosophical 
spiritual guidance utilized rhetorical techniques in order to pro- 
voke conversion and bring about conviction. 

Above all, the custom of spiritual guidance and the therapy of 
souls led ancient philosophers to a profound knowledge of the 
“human heart”—of its motivations, conscious and unconscious, 
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and its deepest intentions, both pure and impure. Without enter- 
ing into details, Plato’s Phaedrus had presented the possibility of a 
rhetoric which could adapt its genres of discourse to the various 
kinds of souls; here, an entire program of conscience-guiding was 
present in nuce. Book II of Aristotle's Rhetoric partially realizes 
this project, as it describes all that must be known about the audi- 
tor’s dispositions—the influence exerted on him by his passions, 
social status, and age. Also important were the descriptions of vir- 
tues and vices in Aristotle’s various Ethics, where they were in- 
tended to enlighten the legislator on the right way to govern. We 
have seen that the Epicurean treatise On Free Speech made precise 
studies of individual reactions to rebukes, confessions, and guilt. 
In the Epicurean Lucretius and the Stoic Seneca, we find remark- 
able descriptions of the tortures which the human soul can inflict 
on itself (“Each person tries to flee himself. . . . Yet despite our- 
selves, we remain attached to this self which we hate"). And of 
the sort of boredom which “reaches the point of nausea" and 
makes us say “How long must we see the same things?"? And of 
the hesitation to convert to philosophy—a hesitancy that Seneca 
describes in the prologue to his treatise On Peace of Mind, where 
his friend Serenus makes a kind of confession: 


By observing myself attentively, I have discovered in myself certain 
very obvious defects which I could put my finger on; others which 
hide in deep regions; and others, finally, which are not continuous 
but only reappear at intervals. . . . The disposition in which I find 
myself most often (why should I not confess everything to you, as I 
would to a doctor?) is to be neither wholly delivered from the 
things I fear and hate, nor completely under their sway.!*! 


Serenus gives a long analysis of every aspect of his indecisive- 
ness—his hesitations between the simple life and a life of luxury, 
between an active life in the service of mankind and the leisure 
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which brings tranquillity, between the desire to become immortal 
and the will to write only for moral usefulness. 

We also find very interesting observations in the lengthy com- 
mentary which the Neoplatonist Simplicius devoted to the Man- 
ual of Epictetus. 

The traditional practice of guidance of the conscience enables 
us to better understand the demands of the purity of moral action. 
Let us take, as an example, the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, 
where we find an ideal description of the way we must practice ac- 
tion upon others. For instance, one cannot help admiring the ex- 
treme delicacy with which Marcus defines the attitude we must 
adopt in order to act upon other people’s consciences, the benevo- 
lence we must show to a person who has made a mistake, and how 
we should address him: “not chiding him and making him feel 
that we are putting up with him, but with frankness and goodness, 
... with gentleness, without irony, not reproachfully but with af- 
fection, with a heart exempt from bitterness— not as if we were in 
school, nor in order to be admired by some bystander, but truly 
person to person, even if others are standing nearby." 

Here Marcus seems to be saying: gentleness is such a delicate 
thing that merely to want to be gentle means ceasing to be gentle, 
because any kind of artifice or affectation destroys gentleness. Be- 
sides, we can act effectively upon other people only when we do 
not try to act upon them—when, that is, we avoid all violence, 
even spiritual, toward ourselves and others. It is this pure gentle- 
ness and delicacy which have the power to make people change 
their minds, even to convert and transform them. Similarly, when 
we want to do good to others, our intention to do good will be 
truly pure only if it is spontaneous and unselfconscious. The per- 
fect benefactor is unaware of what he is doing: “We must be one of 
those who do good unconsciously.” 

Here we have reached the supreme paradox: a will so strong that 
it suppresses itself qua will, and a habit which becomes nature and 
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spontaneity. At the same time, it appears that the perfection of our 
relations to others culminates in love and respect for others. For 
all schools, moreover, what motivates our choice of life and choice 
of discourse is the love of mankind. It was this love which inspired 
the Socrates of Plato’s Apology and Euthyphro,^* Epicurean and 
Stoic propaganda, and even Skeptic discourse.” 


THE SAGE 


The Figure of the Sage and Choice of Life 


Throughout antiquity, wisdom was considered a mode of being: a 
state in which a person is, in a way which is radically different 
from that of other people—a state in which he is a kind of super- 
man. If philosophy is that activity by means of which philosophers 
train themselves for wisdom, such an exercise must necessarily 
consist not merely in speaking and discoursing in a certain way, 
but also in being, acting, and seeing the world in a specific way. If, 
then, philosophy is not merely discourse but a choice of life, an ex- 
istential option, and a lived exercise, this is because it is the desire 
for wisdom. To be sure, the idea of perfect knowledge is contained 
within the notion of wisdom. Yet as we saw with regard to Plato 
and Aristotle, such wisdom does not consist in the possession of 
information about reality. Instead, it too is a way of life, which 
corresponds to the highest activity which human beings can en- 
gage in and which is linked intimately to the excellence and virtue 
of the soul. 

In each school, the figure of the sage was the transcendent norm 
which determined the philosopher’s way of life. In the description 
of this norm, beyond apparent differences among the various 
schools, we can discern profound areas of agreement and com- 
mon tendencies. Here we encounter the same phenomenon we 
described with regard to spiritual exercises. 
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First of all, the sage remains identical to himself, in perfect 
equanimity of soul: he is happy no matter what the circumstances. 
Thus, in Plato's Symposium, Socrates maintains the same attitude 
whether he is obliged to put up with hunger and cold or has every- 
thing he needs. With the same ease, he could abstain from things 
or else enjoy them. It was said of Aristippus, one of Socrates disci- 
ples, that he adapted himself to every situation; he could enjoy 
whatever turned up and did not suffer from the things he 
lacked. Pyrrho always remained in the same inner state, which 
means that he did not modify his resolutions or his attitude in any 
way when exterior circumstances changed. Self-coherence and 
permanence within identity also characterize the Stoic sage, for 
wisdom consists in always wanting the same thing and in not 
wanting the same thing. 

The sage finds his happiness within himself, and so is inde- 
pendent (autarkes) with regard to external things and events— 
like Socrates, who, according to Xenophon in his Memorabilia, 
lived by being sufficient unto himself, without concerning himself 
about superfluous things. This is one of the characteristics of the 
sage, according to Plato, who makes Socrates say: "If there is 
anyone who is self-sufficient so far as happiness is concerned, it is 
the sage; and of all people, he is the one who has the least need of 
others”? According to Aristotle, the sage lives a contemplative 
life because he does not need external things on which to exercise 
himself, and he therefore finds happiness and perfect independ- 
ence in such a life." To depend only on ourselves and to be self- 
sufficient by reducing our needs to the minimum are the particu- 
lar ideals of the Cynic philosophers. The Stoics, for their part, pre- 
ferred to say that virtue, all by itself, is sufficient for happiness. 

The sage always remains identical to himself and is self- 
sufficient (at least for Pyrrho, the Cynics, and the Stoics) because 
external things cannot disturb him. He considers them to be nei- 
ther good nor bad; for a variety of reasons, he refuses to apply 
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value judgments to them and therefore declares them to be indif- 
ferent. For Pyrrho, everything is indifferent because we cannot 
know whether things are good or bad; we therefore cannot make 
any distinctions among them. For the Stoics, all things which do 
not depend on us are indifferent. The only thing that does depend 
on us, and is not indifferent, is moral good—that is, the intention 
to do good because it is the good. All other things are neither good 
nor bad in themselves; it depends on us to use them in a good or a 
bad way. This is true of wealth and poverty, health and illness. 
Their value thus depends on the sovereign usage the sage makes of 
them. The sage’s indifference is not a lack of interest with regard to 
everything, but a conversion of interest and attention toward 
something other than that which monopolizes the care and atten- 
tion of other people. As for the Stoic sage, as soon as he discovers 
that indifferent things depend not on his will but on the will of 
universal Nature, they take on infinite interest for him. He accepts 
them with love, but he accepts them all with equal love; he finds 
them beautiful, but all of them inspire him with the same admira- 
tion. He says “Yes!” to the entire universe and to each of its parts 
and events, even if specific parts and events seem painful or repug- 
nant. Here we rejoin Aristotle’s philosophy of nature: we must not 
have a puerile aversion to any given reality produced by nature, 
for, as Heraclitus said, there are gods even in the kitchen. The 
sage’s indifference corresponds to a complete transformation of 
his relation to the world. 

Equanimity of soul, absence of need, and indifference to indif- 
ferent things: these are the foundations of the sage’s peace of mind 
and lack of worries. The origin of the soul’s worries can be highly 
diverse. For Plato it is the body, which, through its desires and pas- 
sions, brings disorder and worry to the soul. Yet there are also the 
cares of private life, and especially of political life. Xenocrates is 
supposed to have said that “philosophy was invented in order to 
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erase the worries that caused the cares in life”? The Aristotelian 
contemplative life, which remains far from the business of politics 
and the uncertainties of action, brings serenity. According to 
Epicurus, people’s worries are caused by vain terrors about death 
and the gods, but also by disorderly desires and participation in 
the affairs of the city. For the sage who knows how to limit his de- 
sires and his actions, and knows how to suppress pain, the psycho- 
logical serenity he thereby acquires will allow him to live on earth 
“like a god among men.” Pyrrho finds peace by refusing to decide 
whether things are good or bad; and for the Skeptics, inner peace 
followed “like a shadow” after the suspension of judgment—that 
is, the refusal to form value judgments about things. Finally, ac- 
cording to the Stoics, the sage knows how to reconcile efficacious 
action and inner serenity, for, uncertain of success, he always acts 
in consent to destiny while striving to keep his intentions pure. 

The figure of the sage appears as a kind of unconquerable, unal- 
terable nucleus of freedom, which is perfectly described in a well- 
known text by Horace: “He who is just and firm in his resolve is 
shaken neither by the fury of citizens who ordain evil nor by the 
face of a threatening tyrant. Neither is his spirit shaken, either by 
the Auster, turbulent leader of the stormy Adriatic, or by the great 
hand of thunder-bearing Zeus. Let the world break and collapse— 
he will be unafraid when struck by its debris."!9? 

In the figure of the sage, we again find the twofold movement 
that was apparent in the context of the exercises of wisdom. The 
sage becomes aware of his “I,” which, through its power over his 
judgments, guiding them or suspending them, can ensure perfect 
inner freedom, and independence from all things. Yet this inner 
freedom is not arbitrary freedom; it is unbreachable and unassail- 
able only if it situates itself, and thereby transcends itself, in the 
perspective of Nature or the Spirit—or, at least in the case of the . 
Skeptics, of critical reason. 
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Philosophical Discourse on the Sage 


The figure of the sage thus plays a decisive role in the philosophi- 
cal choice of life, yet it is offered to the philosopher as a ideal de- 
scribed by philosophical discourse more than as a model incarnate 
in a living human being. The Stoics said that the sage is extremely 
rare. There are very few—perhaps one, perhaps none at all. Al- 
most all the other schools were in agreement on this point, except 
for the Epicureans, who did not hesitate to venerate Epicurus as 
the sage par excellence. The only universally recognized sage was 
Socrates—that disconcerting sage who did not know he was a 
sage. Sometimes, of course, a given philosopher took it upon him- 
self to consider one of his masters, or some famous figure from the 
past, as a perfect sage. This is what Seneca does when he speaks of 
Sextius or Cato; likewise the authors of lives of the philosophers— 
for example, Porphyry when he speaks about Plotinus. 

Historians of philosophy have perhaps neglected the fact that in 
the teaching of ancient philosophy, a major role was played by the 
discourse which consisted in describing the sage. It was less im- 
portant to trace the features of concrete figures of particularly 
noteworthy philosophers or sages (this was the role of the lives of 
the philosophers) than to define the sage’s ideal behavior, and ask: 
“What would the sage do in such-and-such circumstances?” In the 
various schools, this was often the means of giving an idealized 
description of the specifics of the way of life which was character- 
istic of them. 

The Stoics accorded a large place in their teaching to the discus- 
sion of “theses” on the paradoxes of the sage. These demonstrated 
not only that the sage is the only being who is infallible, impecca- 
ble, impassive, happy, free, handsome, and wealthy, but also that 
he is the only one who can truly and excellently be a statesman, 
legislator, general, poet, and king. This means that the sage, by his 
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perfect use of reason, is the only person capable of carrying out all 
these functions.!^! 

Some scholars have attached great importance to such para- 
doxes, considering them "typically Stoic"; but in fact they seem to 
have corresponded to exercise themes which were purely scholas- 
tic. They may already have existed at the time of the Sophists, but 
in any case they do seem to have been practiced in Plato's Acad- 
emy. Such subjects were discussed in class in the form of “theses,” 
or questions about which people could argue. Thus Xenocrates 
once taught a class on the thesis that "only the sage is a good gen- 
eral." Eudamidas, king of Sparta, had come that day to the Acad- 
emy to listen to Xenocrates. After class, the Spartan, showing ad- 
mirable good sense, said: “The discourse is admirable, but the 
speaker is not credible, for he has never heard the sound of trum- 
pets.” Eudamidas thus put his finger on the danger of such exer- 
cises, in which theories about wisdom are discussed in the abstract 
without actually being put to the test. 

Presumably there is an allusion to this kind of exercise in the 
final prayer of Plato's Phaedrus, in which Socrates seeks to be con- 
vinced that the sage is rich. We find the same kind of questions 
about the sage throughout the history of ancient philosophy: Can 
the sage be loved? Can he become involved in politics? Does he get 
angry? 

There is, however, one Stoic paradox which is much more 
significant. It affirms that one does not become a sage gradually, 
but does so through instant mutation." This places us on the trail 
of another paradox, which this time is found in all the schools: if 
the sage represents a mode of being which is different from that of 
common mortals, can we not say that the figure of the sage tends 
to become very close to that of God or of the gods?! We see this 
movement most clearly in Epicureanism. On the one hand, for 
Epicurus, the sage lives like “a god among men.”!® On the other 
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hand, the gods of Epicurus—that is to say, the traditional gods of 
Olympus, as reinterpreted by Epicurus—live like sages. They are 
anthropomorphic, and live in what the Epicureans called the 
"interworlds" (empty spaces between worlds), thereby escaping 
the corruption inherent in the movement of atoms. Like the sage, 
they are bathed in perfect serenity, and are not involved in any way 
in the creation and administration of the world: "Divine nature 
must enjoy eternal duration in the greatest peace, and it is remote 
and separate from our affairs. Exempt from all pain and all dan- 
gers, strong from its own resources, in no need of our assistance, it 
is not seduced by benefits or touched by anger.” 166 
_ As we have seen, this conception of divinity was intended to 
suppress human fear of the gods. The need to give a materialist ex- 
planation of the genesis of the universe in philosophical discourse, 
in order to persuade the soul that the gods do not concern them- 
selves with the world, was based on the Epicurean choice of life. It 
now appears to us, however, that the goal of such a representation 
was also to propose the divine as an ideal of wisdom, insofar as the 
Epicureans conceived of the essence of the divine as consisting in 
serenity, absence of cares, pleasure, and joy. In a way, the gods are 
immortal sages, and the sages are mortal gods. The gods are 
friends and equals of the sages, and the sage finds his joy in the 
presence of the gods: “He admires the nature and condition of the 
gods; he tries to get close to them; he aspires, so to speak, to touch 
them and to live with them; and he calls the sages friends of the 
gods, and the gods friends of the sages."'^" The gods do not con- 
cern themselves with human affairs, so the sage will not invoke 
them in order to obtain some benefit from them. Instead, he will 
find his happiness in contemplating their serenity and their per- 
fection, and in associating himself with their joy. 
According to Aristotle, the sage devotes himself to the exercise 
of thought and the life of the spirit. Here again, the sage's model is 
the divine, for, as Aristotle points out, our human condition ren- 
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ders this activity of our spirit fragile and intermittent, dispersed in 
time, and subject to error and forgetfulness. By extrapolation, 
however, we can imagine a mind which would exercise thought 
perfectly and continuously, within an eternal present. Its thought 
would think itself, in an eternal act. It would know eternally the 
happiness and pleasure which the human mind knows only at rare 
moments. This is the description Aristotle gives of the deity—the 
first mover and ultimate cause of the universe. The sage, then, ex- 
periences intermittently what the deity lives continuously. In the 
process, he lives a life which transcends the human condition, yet 
which corresponds to what is most essential in mankind: the life 
of the spirit. 

The relations between the idea of the deity and that of the sage 
are less clear in Plato, probably because the idea of the divine in 
Plato is extremely complex and hierarchical. The “divine” is a dif- 
fuse reality, which includes entities situated at different levels, such 
as the good, the Ideas, the divine Intellect, the mythical figure of 
the Demiurge (or Artisan of the world), and finally the World 
Soul. On the topic which interests us here, however, Plato an- 
nounced a fundamental principle: to go in the direction opposed 
to evil, and thus to go in the direction of wisdom, is “assimilation 
to the deity insofar as is possible; and one assimilates oneself by 
becoming just and holy, together with intelligence” Here, the 
deity appears as the model of human moral and intellectual per- 
fection. In general, moreover, Plato presents the deity or the gods 
as possessing moral qualities which could be those of the sage: he 
is true, wise, and good; he feels no envy; and he always wishes to 
do what is best. 

For Plotinus, the relation between the sage and the deity is situ- 
ated at two levels. First of all, the divine Intellect, in its relation to 
itself in terms of thought, identity, and activity, possesses the four 
virtues, conflated with its essence: thought (or prudence), justice, 
strength, and temperance. In this state, they are the transcendent 
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models of wisdom, and the Intellect lives a life which is “su- 
premely wise, exempt from faults and errors.”'® Since Plotinus be- 
lieves the soul sometimes elevates itself, at rare moments of mysti- 
cal experience, to a level which is higher than the Intellect, we also 
find features of the sage in the description of the One or the Good: 
absolute independence, absence of need, and self-identity. Clearly, 
then, Plotinus projects the figure of the sage on his conception of 
the divine. 

It is probably because the figure of the sage and the figure of de- 
ity are identified in them that the philosophies of Plato, Plotinus, 
Aristotle, and Epicurus represent the deity more as a force of at- 
traction than as a creative force. The deity is the model which be- 
ings seek to imitate, and the supreme value which orients their 
choices. As Bernard Frischer remarks, the Epicurean sages and 
gods are immobile movers, like Aristotle’s God: they attract the 
others by transmitting their images to them.'” 

The Stoic sage knows the same happiness as universal Reason, 
which is allegorically personified by Zeus; for gods and human be- 
ings share the same reason, which is perfect in the gods but per- 
fectible in humans." The sage has attained the perfection of rea- 
son by making his reason coincide with divine Reason, and 
merging his will with divine will. The virtues of the deity are not 
superior to those of the sage. 

The theology of the Greek philosophers is, one might say, a the- 
ology of the sage. Nietzsche protested this approach: “Let us sepa- 
rate supreme goodness from the concept of the deity: it is not 
worthy of a god. Likewise, let us separate supreme wisdom, for it is 
the vanity of philosophers which has conceived this extrava- 
gance—a god who is a monster of wisdom; he had to resemble 
them as much as possible. No. The deity—the supreme power: 
that’s enough! All flows from this, and from here derives the 
"world. ” 1? 


Omnipotence or goodness? We shall not discuss this problem, 
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but we must affirm that, contrary to what Nietzsche seems to be 
saying, the ideal of the sage has nothing to do with a “classical” or 
“bourgeois” ethics. Instead, to use Nietzsche’s expression, it corre- 
sponds to a complete reversal of received and conventional values, 
and presents itself in the most diverse forms, as we have seen in 
the context of the various philosophical schools. 

To give a new example, it will suffice to mention the description 
of the “natural” —that is, uncorrupted—state of society given by 
Zeno the Stoic in his Republic. It caused something of a scandal 
precisely because it presented this state as the life of a community 
of sages. In that long-ago era, he claimed, there was only one na- 
tion: the world itself. There were no laws, for the sage's reason was 
enough to tell him what he should do; no courts, because he com- 
mitted no crimes; no temples, since the gods have no need of 
them, and it is nonsense to consider manmade objects as sacred; 
no money; no laws governing marriage (only the freedom to unite 
with whomever one wished, even incestuously); and no laws gov- 
erning the burial of the dead. 


The Sage and the Contemplation of the World 


Bernhard Groethuysen has rightly insisted on a highly particular 
aspect of the figure of the ancient sage: his relation to the cosmos. 
“The consciousness he has of the world is something particular to 
the sage. Only the sage never ceases to have the whole constantly 
present to his mind, never forgets the world, thinks and acts in re- 
lation to the cosmos... . The sage is part of the world; he is cosmic. 
He does not let himself be distracted from the world, or detached 
from the cosmic whole. . . . The figure of the sage and the repre- 
sentation of the world form, as it were, an indissoluble unity"? 
As we have seen, self-consciousness is inseparable from expan- 
sion into the whole, and from a movement whereby the self 
resituates itself within the totality which contains it. Far from im- 
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prisoning the self, this totality allows it to expand throughout 
infinite space and time: “You will open up a vast field for yourself, 
by embracing the entire universe in your thought." Here again, 
the figure of the sage invites us to totally transform our perception 
of the world. 

In a remarkable text by Seneca, the contemplation of the world 
is linked to the contemplation of the sage: “For my part, I usually 
spend a lot of time contemplating wisdom. I look at it with the 
same stupefaction with which, at other times, I look at the 
world—this world which I often look at as if I were seeing it for 
the first time." Here we find two spiritual exercises, one of which 
we know well: the contemplation of the world. The other we have 
just now seen: the contemplation of the figure of the sage. To 
judge by the context, the figure which Seneca is contemplating is 
that of Sextius: “As he reveals to you the wonders of the happy life, 
he will not deprive you of the hope of attaining it." This is a re- 
mark of fundamental importance: in order to contemplate wis- 
dom, just as to contemplate the world, we must renew our way of 
seeing. Here a new aspect of the philosopher's relation to time ap- 
pears. We must not only perceive and live each moment of time as 
if it were the last; we must also perceive it as if it were the first, in 
all the stupefying strangeness of its emergence. In the words of the 
Epicurean Lucretius: "If all these objects suddenly surged forth to 
the eyes of mortals, what could be found that was more wonderful 
than this totality, whose existence the human mind could not have 
dared to imagine?""$ Here we have every reason to believe that 
when Seneca contemplated the world, he was practicing the redis- 
covery of this naive vision—though it may be the fleeting expres- 
sion of a kind of spontaneous “wild mysticism,” to use the words 
of Michel Hulin.!”” 

What explains this intimate connection between the contem- 
plation of the world and the contemplation of the sage is, once 
again, the idea of the sacred— that is to say, the superhuman, and 
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almost inhuman, character of wisdom. As Seneca says elsewhere, 
in the heart of an ancient wood, in the midst of a lonely wilder- 
ness, at the source of great rivers, and before the bottomless 
depths of dark-watered lakes, the soul has the feeling of the pres- 
ence of the sacred. Yet Seneca gets the same feeling while admiring 
the sage: “And if you see a man who is not frightened by danger, 
who is untouched by passion, who is happy in adversity and 
peaceful in the midst of storms, who sees human beings from on 
high and sees the gods at his level, will you not be filled with ven- 
eration? .. . In every good person, there lives a god. Which god? 
We cannot be sure—but it is a god." "* 

To contemplate the world, and to contemplate wisdom; means 
ultimately to practice philosophy. It means carrying out an inner 
transformation, and a mutation of vision, which permits us to rec- 
ognize simultaneously two things to which we rarely pay atten- 
tion: the splendor of the world and the splendor of the norm rep- 
resented by the sage: “The starry sky above me, and the moral law 
within." 1? 


CONCLUSION 


It is easy to be ironic about the ideal of an almost inaccessible 
sage—an ideal which the philosopher cannot attain. Modern au- 
thors have not resisted this temptation, and have not failed to 
speak of “nostalgic antirealism, aware of its chimerical nature.”!®° 
Among the ancients, the satirist Lucian had great fun with the un- 
fortunate man who, having spenta lifetime in struggles and sleep- 
lessness, still had not attained wisdom.'#! So speaks the voice of 
robust common sense, which fails to grasp the whole point of the 
definition of the philosopher as a nonsage in Plato's Symposium— 
although, as we shall see, this definition enabled Kant to under- 
stand the philosopher's true status. It is easy to make fun; and this 
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is justified, if philosophers do nothing but talk about the ideal of 
the sage. If, however, they have made the decision—which is seri- 
ous and has grave consequences—truly to train themselves for 
wisdom, then they deserve our respect, even if their progress has 
been minimal. What matters is (to use Jacques Bouveresse’s for- 
mula for an idea of Wittgenstein’s) “what personal price have they 
had to pay” in order to have the right to talk about their efforts 
toward wisdom.'*? 

Despite my reservations about the use of comparativism in phi- 
losophy, I wanted to end this chapter by emphasizing the extent to 
which Michel Hulin’s description of the existential roots of the 
mystical experience (a description inspired by Buddhism) seemed 
to me to be close to the characteristics of the ideal of the ancient 
sage, for the resemblances between the two spiritual quests seem 
striking. Upon rereading Emile Bréhier’s Chrysippe, however, I 
was astonished to see that Bréhier had already made an analogous 
discovery. He writes: “This notion of a sage superior to humanity, 
exempt from faults and misfortunes, is not peculiar to the Stoics 
in this period. Since the time of the Cynics [here Bréhier might 
have said ‘since the time of Socrates and Plato’], it was a concept 
common to all the schools.” And in a footnote, he adds the follow- 
ing Buddhist description of the sage: “Victorious, knowing all and 
understanding all, freed from the burden of circumstance and ex- 
istence, without needs: such is he who can be glorified as a sage. . . . 
The solitary traveler is not concerned with either praise or blame. 
. .. Leader of others, not led by others: such is the person we can 
celebrate as a sage.”!8° 

It was precisely this idea of “laying aside one’s burden” which 
had attracted my attention in Hulin’s description, and had seemed 
to me to offer a certain analogy with the spiritual experience that 
inspired the ideal figure of the ancient sage. Hulin shows that in 
the first of Buddhism's “noble truths’—“All is suffering"—the 
word “suffering” signifies not so much suffering as “the alterna- 
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tion of pain and joy—their inextricable blending, their contrast 
and mutual conditioning.” The burden is the opposition which 
the affirmation of individuality-closed-in-upon-itself establishes 
between what is pleasant and unpleasant, or between the “good 
for me” and the “bad for me,” and which obliges us always to 
watch out for our interests. Behind this opposition, we perceive 
the permanence of a “silent, ever-renewed dissatisfaction,” which 
we might call existential anguish. In order to free ourselves from 
this “dissatisfaction, we must dare to “set aside the burden.” 
“Stretched and stressed in the pursuit of our worldly interests, we 
have no idea of the immense relief we would feel if we set aside 
our burden—that is, if we renounced our effort to affirm our- 
selves at all costs against the order of the world, and at the expense 


of others.” !*4 


PART TH R EE 


INTERRUPTION AND CONTINUITY: 
THE MIDDLE AGES AND 
MODERN TIMES 


CHAPTER TEN 


Christianity as a Revealed Philosophy 


CHRISTIANITY DEFINES ITSELF AS PHILOSOPHY 


At its origins, Christianity, as presented in the word of Jesus, an- 
nounced the imminent end of the world and the coming of the 
Kingdom of God. Such a message was completely foreign to the 
Greek mentality and to the perspectives of philosophy; rather, it 
was inscribed within the intellectual universe of Judaism, which 
Christianity overthrew, but not without preserving some of its 
fundamental notions. Nothing, it seems, could have predicted that 
a century after the death of Christ some Christians would present 
Christianity not only as a philosophy—that is, a Greek cultural 
phenomenon—but even as the sole and eternal philosophy. 

In fact, however, we ought not to forget that there had long 
been relations between Judaism and Greek philosophy. The most 
famous example of this was Philo of Alexandria, a Jewish philoso- 
pher contemporary with the Christian era. In this tradition, the 
notion of an intermediary between God and the World—a medi- 
ating element called Sophia or the Logos—played a central role. 
Here, the Logos was the creative Word (“God said, ‘Let there be 
light”), which also revealed God. It is from this perspective that 
we must understand the famous prologue of the Gospel according 
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to John: “In the beginning [or ‘In the Principle’ —that is, in God— 
as interpreted by some exegetes] was the Logos, and the Logos was 
close to God and the Logos was God... . Everything was made by 
him, and without him nothing was made. What was made in him 
was life, and life was the light of men. .. . And the Logos become 
flesh, and it stayed with us, and we contemplated its glory—the 
glory which he, as only Son, has from his Father.” 

Christian philosophy was made possible by the ambiguity of 
the Greek word Logos. Since Heraclitus, the notion of the Logos 
had been a central concept of Greek philosophy, since it could sig- 
nify “word” and “discourse” as well as “reason.” In particular, the 
Stoics believed that the Logos, conceived as a rational force, was 
immanent in the world, in human beings, and in each individual. 
This is why, when the prologue to the Gospel of John identified Je- 
sus with the Eternal Logos and the Son of God, it enabled Chris- 
tianity to be presented as a philosophy. The substantial Word of 
God could be conceived as the Reason which created the world 
and guided human thought. The Neoplatonist Amelius, a disciple 
of Plotinus, considered this prologue a philosophical text when he 
wrote: 


This, then, was the Logos, thanks to which all engendered things 
were produced while he himself exists always (as Heraclitus be- 
lieved)! and which the Barbarian [that is, John the Evangelist] be- 
lieved “was near to God” and “was God,” possessing the rank and 
dignity of a principle. By him absolutely everything was created; in 
him was the nature of the living being, of life and of being. And it 
fell into bodies and, donning flesh, took on human appearance; but 
at the same time it shows the greatness of its nature. When it is 
freed, it is once again made divine, and is God, as it was before it fell 
into the world of bodies, and before it descended into flesh and hu- 
mankind 


For Amelius, John the Evangelist, whom he calls “the Barbarian,” 
has described in his prologue the World Soul, which is divine yet 
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somehow mixed with the body.’ But Amelius’ interpretation does 
not matter here; what is important for us is the kinship which the 
Neoplatonist philosopher recognized between the Evangelist’s vo- 
cabulary and that proper to philosophy. 

Beginning in the second century a.p., Christian authors— 
called “Apologists” because they tried to present Christianity in a 
form understandable to the Greco-Roman world—used the no- 
tion of the Logos to define Christianity as the philosophy. Greek 
philosophers, they claimed, had thus far possessed only portions 
of the Logos, mere elements of the True Discourse and of perfect 
Reason;* but Christians were in possession of the Logos—that is, 
the True Discourse and perfect Reason incarnate in Jesus Christ. If 
doing philosophy meant living in conformity with Reason, then 
the Christians were philosophers, for they lived in conformity 
with the divine Logos? The transformation of Christianity into 
philosophy became even more marked with Clement of Alexan- 
dria, in third-century Alexandria.5 For Clement, Christianity, as 
the complete revelation of the Logos, was the true philosophy, 
which “teaches us to conduct ourselves so as to resemble God, 
and accept the divine plan as the guiding principle of all our edu- 
cation." 

Like Greek philosophy, Christian philosophy presented itself 
both as a discourse and as a way of life. In the first and second cen- 
turies, the time of the birth of Christianity, philosophical dis- 
course in each school consisted mainly of explicating texts by the 
school's founders, as we have seen. The discourse of Christian phi- 
losophy was also, quite naturally, exegetic, and the exegetical 
schools of the Old and the New Testament, like those opened in 
Alexandria by Clement of Alexandria's teacher, or by Origen him- 
self, offered a kind of teaching which was completely analogous to 
that of contemporary philosophical schools. Just as the Platonists 
proposed a reading order for the Platonic dialogues which corre- 
sponded to the stages of spiritual progress, so Christians like 
Origen had their disciples read first the biblical Book of Proverbs, 
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then Ecclesiastes, then the Song of Songs. For Origen, these corre- 
sponded respectively to ethics, which provides initial purification; 
physics, which teaches us to go beyond sensory things; and 
epoptics or theology, which leads to union with God.’ Here, we 
begin to see that, as was the case for the philosophers of this pe- . 
riod, reading texts is a "spiritual" process closely related to the 
progress of the soul. The philosophical notion of spiritual prog- 
ress constitutes the very backbone of Christian education and 
teaching. As ancient philosophical discourse was for the philo- 
sophical way of life, so Christian philosophical discourse was a 
means of realizing the Christian way of life. 

It might rightly be said that there is nevertheless a difference, . 
for Christian exegesis is the explanation of sacred texts, and Chris- 
tian philosophy is based on a revelation: the Logosis the revelation 
and manifestation of God. Christian theology developed gradu- 
ally through dogmatic controversies, based always on the exegesis 
of the Old and New Testaments. Yet within Greek philosophy as 
well, there existed an entire tradition of systematic theology, inau- 
gurated by Plato's Timaeus and the tenth book of the Laws, and 
developed in book twelve of Aristotle's Metaphysics. This tradition 
distinguished the various sources of revelation, and the different 
degrees and modes of action of divine reality; and during the pe- 
riod of late Neoplatonism, it integrated all kinds of revelations 
from non-Greek sources. From this point of view as well, Greek 
philosophy served as a model for Christian philosophy? 

Yet although some Christian authors might present Christianity 
as a philosophy, or even as the philosophy, this was not so much 
because Christianity proposed an exegesis and a theology analo- 
gous to pagan exegesis and theology, but because it was a style of 
life and a mode of being, just as ancient philosophy was. As Dom 
Jean Leclercq has written: ^In the monastic Middle Ages, as well as 
in antiquity, philosophia did not designate a theory or a way of 
knowing; rather, it signified a lived wisdom, and a way of living in 
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accordance with reason"—that is, in accordance with the Logos? 
Christian philosophy consists in living according to the Logos— 
that is to say, according to reason—to the extent that, as Justin 
puts it, “those who, before Christ, led a life accompanied by reason 
[logos] are Christians, even if they were known as atheists. Such 
were Socrates, Heraclitus, and those like them."!? 

With this assimilation of Christianity to a philosophy, we see 
the appearance within Christianity of spiritual exercises—prac- 
tices that were proper to secular philosophy. Clement of Alexan- 
dria, for instance, writes as follows: "The divine law must inspire 
fear, so that the philosopher may acquire and conserve peace of 
mind [amerimnia], thanks to prudence [eulabeia] and attention 
[prosokhé] to himself?! This passage implies the whole thought- 
world of ancient philosophy. The divinelaw is both the logos of the 
philosophers and the Christian Logos. It inspires circumspection 
in action, prudence, and attention to oneself—that is to say, the 
fundamental Stoic attitude. These in turn procure peace of mind, 
an inner disposition sought by all the schools. In Origen," we re- 
encounter the highly philosophical exercise of the examination of 
the conscience. Commenting on a verse from the Song of Songs— 
"If you do not know yourself, O most beautiful of women"—he 
interprets this verse as an invitation for the soul to examine itself 
attentively. The soul must examine its feelings and actions. Does it 
propose to do good? Does it seek the various virtues? Is it making 
progress? For instance, has it completely repressed the passion of 
anger, sadness, fear, and the love of glory? What is its manner of 
giving and receiving, and of discerning truth? 

The phenomenon of monasticism, which developed from the 
beginning of the fourth century in Egypt and Syria, was inter- 
preted in the sense of "Christian philosophy" by fourth-century 
Church Fathers who stood in the tradition of Clement of Alexan- 
dria and of Origen: Basil of Caesarea, Gregory Nazianzen, Gregory 
of Nyssa, Evagrius of Pontus, to some degree Athanasius of Alex- 
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andria, and later monks such as Dorotheus of Gaza, who wrote in 
the sixth century. This was the time when some Christians began 
to wish to attain Christian perfection through the heroic practice 
of Christ’s evangelical advice and the imitation of his life: they re- 
tired into the desert, and led lives completely devoted to rigorous 
askésis and to meditation. They were not educated people, and any 
connection to philosophy was quite remote from their thinking. 
They found their models in the Old and the New Testament, and 
perhaps also—at least, the possibility cannot be excluded a pri- 
ori—in examples of Buddhist or Manichaean asceticism.!? We 
must also recall that communities of contemplative ascetics al- 
ready existed at the time of Philo and Jesus; these included the 
Therapeutes (whom Philo describes in his treatise On the Contem- 
plative Life and whom he calls “philosophers”)“ and the Jewish 
sect at Qumran. Some of the believers in “Christian philosophy” 
were also practitioners of monasticism themselves; this is the 
movement which Louis Bouyer has called “learned monasti- 
cism."? For them, “philosophy” would henceforth designate the 
monastic life as perfection of the Christian life. Nevertheless, this 
“philosophy” continued to be linked closely to such secular cate- 
gories as peace of mind, the absence of passions, and “life in con- 
formity with nature and reason."" As in secular philosophy, mo- 
nastic life thereafter presented itself as the practice of spiritual 
exercises, some of which were specifically Christian, but many of 
which had been bequeathed by secular philosophy.'* 

Thus, we reencounter attention to one's self, which was the fun- 
damental attitude of the Stoics, and of the Neoplatonists as well. 
For Athanasius of Alexandria, such was the very definition of the 
monastic attitude.? When, in his Life of Antony, he tells how the 
saint was converted to the monastic life, he simply says that An- 
tony began to pay attention to himself. Athanasius also reports the 
words Antony addressed to his disciples on the day of his death: 
"Live as if you were going to die every day, devoting attention to 
yourselves and remembering my exhortations." 
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Gregory Nazianzen spoke instead of “concentration in one- 
self? Attention to the self, concentration on the present, and the 
thought of death were constantly linked together within the mo- 
nastic tradition, as they had been in secular philosophy. For in- 
stance, Antony advised his disciples to wake up thinking they 
might not survive as far as the evening, and to go to sleep thinking 
that they might not wake up. As Dorotheus of Gaza warned his 
followers: “Let us pay attention to ourselves, my brothers, and let 
us be vigilant, while we still have time. . . . Since the beginning of 
our conversation two or three hours have elapsed, and we have 
come closer to death; yet we see without fear that we are wasting 
our time.””! 

Obviously, such attention to oneself is in fact a conversion, and 
an orientation toward the higher part of oneself. This appears very 
clearly in a sermon by Basil of Caesarea, who takes as his theme 
the biblical text, “Pay attention, lest a word of injustice be hidden 
in your heart”? In Basil’s commentary we encounter all the 
themes of Stoicism and Platonism. To pay attention to oneself 
means to awaken the rational principles of thought and action 
which God has placed in our souls; it means to watch over the 
beauty of ourselves (that is to say, our spirit and our soul) and not 
over what is ours (that is, our body and possessions). Finally, it 
means keeping watch over the beauty of our soul, by examining 
our conscience and knowing ourselves. In this way, we can correct 
our judgments of ourselves, by recognizing both our true poverty 
and our true riches; the splendors offered by the cosmos, our 
body, the earth, the sky, and stars; and above all, the destiny of the 
soul.” 

Attention to the self presupposes the practice of examination of 
the conscience, which the famous monk Antony advised his disci- 
ples to practice in writing: “Let each of us write down the actions 
and motions of our soul, as if we had to make them known to oth- 
ers.” This is an invaluable psychological remark: the therapeutic 
value of the examination of the conscience will be greater if it is 
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externalized by means of writing. We would be ashamed to com- 
mit misdeeds in public, and writing gives us the impression that 
we are in public: “Let writing take the place of the eyes of oth- 
ers.” In any case, the examination of the conscience must be very 
frequent and regular. Dorotheus of Gaza recommended self- 
examination every six hours, but he also advised his readers to 
make a more general estimation of the state of their soul every 
week, every month, and every year.? 

As we have seen, attention to the self and vigilance also presup- 
pose exercises of thought: we must meditate, remember, and have 
constantly "at hand" our principles of action, which will be sum- 
marized, as far as possible, in short sayings. In monastic literature, 
this need is satisfied by the Apophthegmata and by what are called 
Kephalaia. Like the pagan philosophers' dicta which were collected 
by Diogenes Laertius, the Apophthegmata were famous and strik- 
ing sayings that spiritual masters had uttered in specific circum- 
stances.” The Kephalaia (“capital points") were collections of 
fairly short sentences, usually arranged in groups of one hundred. 
As in secular philosophy, meditation on such examples and sen- 
tences had to be constant. Epicurus and Epictetus recommended 
that their disciples practice it day and night; and Dorotheus of 
Gaza also advised his followers to meditate ceaselessly, so that they 
might have their principles of action "at hand" at the appropri- 
ate time." Thus, one could “profit from every event"—in other 
words, recognize what needed to be done in the face of each event. 

Attention to the self translates into self-mastery and self- 
control, which can be obtained only by habit and perseverance in 
ascetic practices. These, in turn, are intended to bring about the 
triumph of reason over the passions, pushed as far as their com- 
plete extirpation. An entire therapeutics of the passions was to be 
applied. The road which led to such complete liberation from the 
passions (apatheia) passed by detachment (aprospatheia) from 
objects—that is to say, the gradual elimination of desires which 
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have indifferent things as their object. Like the Stoic Epictetus, but 
also like the Platonist Plutarch, who had written treatises advising 
exercises designed to master curiosity and idle chatter, Dorotheus 
of Gaza recommends that we begin by getting used to cutting back 
on minor things, in order to prepare ourselves, little by little, for 
making greater sacrifices.”* For Dorotheus, it is the egoistic will— 
our own will, which seeks its pleasure in objects—which will be 
gradually minimized by such practices: 


In this way, he finally arrives at the point where he has no will of his 
own. Whatever happens, it makes him as happy as if it came from 
himself. 


He who has no will of his own always does what he wants. Every- 
thing that happens satisfies him, and he constantly acts in accord- 
ance with his will. For he does not want things to be as he wishes; 
he wishes them to be as they are.” 


Here we recognize an echo of the well-known eighth sentence of 
Epictetus’ Manual: “Do not seek to have that which happens hap- 
pen as you wish. Wish that what happens may happen as it hap- 
pens, and you will be happy.” Like the Stoic, the monk wants each 
present moment just the way it is. 

According to another piece of traditional philosophical ad- 
vice,” beginners should try to fight a passion (say, the yearning for 
luxury) by means of the passion opposed to it (for instance, the 
desire for a good reputation), before they are able to combat the 
passion directly by practicing the virtue opposed to it.*! 

Evagrius of Pontus, who had been a disciple of Gregory Nazian- 
zen, was more influenced by Platonic and Neoplatonic concep- 
tions. For instance, he uses the Platonic tripartition of the soul to 
define the state of virtue: “The rational soul acts according to na- 
ture when its desiring part [epithumétikon] desires virtue, its com- 
bative part [thumikon] fights for virtue, and its rational part 


[logistikon] attains the contemplation of beings"? 
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Asceticism was often conceived in a Platonic way, as the separa- 
tion of body and soul, which was a precondition for the vision of 
God. This theme appears in Clement of Alexandria, for whom 
“true piety toward God consists in separating ourselves, irrevoca- 
bly, from the body and its passions; perhaps this is why Socrates 
rightly calls philosophy a ‘training for death'"—for we must re- 
nounce the senses in order to know true reality? Gregory 
Nazianzen reproached a friend for complaining about his illness 
as if it were something irremediable, and exhorted him as follows: 


On the contrary, you must do philosophy [that is to say, you must 
train yourself to live as a philosopher] in your suffering. Now more 
than ever, this is the moment to purify your thoughts, and to reveal 
yourself as superior to your bonds [which tie you to the body]. You 
must consider your illness a pedagogue which leads you to what is 
profitable to you—that is, teaches you to despise the body and cor- 
poreal things and all that flows away, is the source of worries, and is 
perishable, so that you may belong completely to the part which is 
above, . . . making this life down below—as Plato says—a training 
for death, and liberating your soul in this way, as far as possible, 
both from the body [soma] and from the tomb [sema], to use 
Plato's terms. If you philosophize in this way, . . . you will teach 
many people to philosophize in their suffering. 


Gregory's disciple Evagrius of Pontus takes up the same theme in 
clearly Neoplatonic terms: "To separate the body from the soul be- 
longs only to Him who has united them, but to separate the soul 
from the body belongs to the person who tends toward virtue. For 
our Fathers call anachoresis [the monastic life] a training for death 
and a flight from the body? 

Porphyry had written, “What nature has bound, she releases; 
but what the soul has bound, the soul releases. Nature has bound 
the body within the soul, but the soul has bound itself within the 
body. Thus, nature releases the body from the soul, but the soul 
releases itself from the body.”** Porphyry thus opposed the body's 
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natural bond to the soul, which makes it live, to the emotional 
bond which attaches the soul to the body. This latter bond can be 
so strong that the soul identifies itself with the body, and cares 
only about the satisfactions of the body. According to Evagrius, 
the death for which the philosopher-monk is in training is the 
complete uprooting of the passions which bind the soul to the 
body—an uprooting that will enable him to attain perfect detach- 
ment from the body through apatheia, or the absence of passion. 


CHRISTIANITY AND ANCIENT PHILOSOPHY 


The Christians adopted the Greek word philosophia to designate 
monasticism as the perfection of the Christian life, and were able 
to do so because the word philosophia designated a way of life. 
Thus, when they adopted the word, the “Christian philosophers” 
were led to bring into Christianity practices and attitudes inher- 
ited from secular philosophy. This need not surprise us; there were 
ultimately many analogies between secular philosophical life and 
monastic life. To be sure, ancient philosophers did not withdraw 
into the desert or into a cloister; on the contrary, they lived in the 
world, where they often took part in political activity. If they were 
genuine philosophers, however, they must have been converted— 
that is, they had to profess philosophy, and make a choice of life 
which obliged them to change all aspects of their behavior in the 
world, and which, in a certain sense, separated them from the 
world. They entered into a community, under the direction of a 
spiritual master, in which they venerated the school’s founder and 
often took meals in common with the other members of the 
school. They examined their conscience and perhaps even con- 
fessed their misdeeds, as seems to have been the practice in the Ep- 
icurean school. They lived an ascetic life, and, if they were Cynics, 
renounced all comfort and wealth. If they belonged to a Pythago- 
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rean school or if they were Neoplatonists, they followed a vegetar- 
ian diet and devoted themselves to contemplation, seeking mysti- 
cal union. 

Christianity was indisputably a way of life, so there is no prob- 
lem about the fact that it presented itself as a philosophy. As it did 
so, however, it adopted certain values and practices which were 
proper to ancient philosophy. Was this process legitimate? Did 
such an evolution correspond to the original spirit of Christianity? 
We cannot give a certain and exhaustive reply to this complex 
question, because we would first have to give a rigorous definition 
of what ancient Christianity was; and this exceeds both our com- 
petence and the scope of this book. Let us simply examine a few 
points which seem essential. 

First, and most important, we must not forget that although 
Christian spirituality borrowed certain spiritual exercises from 
ancient philosophy, these formed part of a broader ensemble of 
practices which were specifically Christian. The entire monastic 
life always presupposes the help of the grace of God, as well as a 
fundamental disposition of humility, which was often manifested 
in bodily attitudes signifying submission and guilt, such as pros- 
tration before one’s fellow monks. The renunciation of one’s own 
will was realized through absolute obedience to the orders of one’s 
superiors. Often, training for death was linked to the remem- 
brance of the death of Christ, and asceticism was understood as 
participation in the Passion. Similarly, the monk saw Christ in 
every human being: “Aren’t you ashamed to get angry and speak 
evil of your brother? Don’t you know that he is Christ, and that it 
is Christ you are harming?"? Here, the practice of the virtues takes 
on a completely different meaning. 

The Christian philosophers tried to Christianize their use of 
secular philosophical themes by giving the impression that the ex- 
ercises they advised had already been recommended by the Old or 
the New Testament. For instance, when Deuteronomy uses the ex- 
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pression “pay attention,” Basil concludes that the biblical book is 
advising the philosophical exercise of “attention to oneself? Such 
attention to oneself was also called "the guard of the heart," be- 
cause of a text from Proverbs: "Above all, guard your heart? 
When the Christian philosophers read the exhortation "Put your- 
self to the test" in Second Corinthians, this was interpreted as an 
invitation to examine their conscience;? and when, in First Corin- 
thians, they read “I die every day,” they understood this as the 
model of the exercise of death. But such allusions to texts from 
Scripture obviously could not prevent the Christian philosophers 
from describing their spiritual exercises by means of the vocabu- 
lary and concepts of secular philosophy. Often, such allusions to 
biblical texts were based only on allegorical interpretation, which 
ultimately consisted in giving the texts whichever meaning one 
wanted to give them, without taking the author's intention into 
account. Many modern philosophers, moreover, still use this in- 
terpretive method to explain texts from antiquity. 

At any rate, it was by means of this process that the Church Fa- 
thers were able, for instance, to interpret such Gospel expressions 
as "the Kingdom of Heaven" and "the Kingdom of God" as desig- 
nating the parts of philosophy. We find this interpretation in the 
opening lines of the Practical Treatiseby Evagrius of Pontus, which 
begins: "Christianity is the doctrine of Christ our Savior; it is 
composed of praxis, physics, and theology? ^ Here we recognize, 
enumerated in order, the three parts of philosophy which had 
been taught by the Platonic school since at least the time of Plu- 
tarch, and which corresponded to three stages of spiritual prog- 
ress. It is rather surprising to learn that Christ had proposed a 
praxis, a physics, and a theology—although one might say that 
these three parts of philosophy can be discerned in his moral ad- 
vice and in his teachings on God and on the end of the world. 

It is even more surprising, however, when Evagrius defines the 
three parts of philosophy more closely. For him, it seems, physics 
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is the Kingdom of Heaven, and theology the Kingdom of God.‘! 
We recognize with some surprise the Gospel notion of the reign of 
God, designated by the synonymous expressions "Kingdom of 
Heaven" and “Kingdom of God.” The notion came from Judaism, 
where it corresponded to the future perspective of the reign of 
God and his Law over the peoples of the earth. In the message of 
Jesus, the Kingdom is simultaneously both present and imminent, 
because it has begun to be realized—according to the spirit, not 
according to the letter—through conversion, penitence, love of 
one's fellow man, and accomplishment of the will of God. To 
identify the notion of the Kingdom of God or the Kingdom of 
Heaven with physics and theology, the parts of philosophy, was to 
give these notions a completely unexpected meaning. Under the 
influence of Origen, Evagrius distinguishes the Gospel notions of 
the Kingdom of Heaven and the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom 
of Heaven and the Kingdom of God become two states of the soul, 
or two states of spiritual progress. After praxis, a preliminary 
purification that enables the student to begin acquiring impassiv- 
ity (apatheia) with regard to the passions, he can then progress 
and try his hand at physics, which is the contemplation of the "na- 
tures" (physeis), or beings, both visible and invisible, which have 
been created by God. The progressing student contemplates them 
qua created—that is to say, in their relation to God. Impassivity 
becomes stronger through this contemplation, and this is what 
Evagrius calls the "Kingdom of Heaven." As he goes farther still, 
the progressing student reaches the "Kingdom of God,” or the 
contemplation of the mystery of God in his Trinity; this is the 
stage of theology. This interpretation of the terms "Kingdom of 
Heaven" and “Kingdom of God” is not peculiar to Evagrius. It was 
already sketched by Clement of Alexandria and Origen, and is 
abundantly attested in later writers.'? 

In the years following his conversion, Augustine of Hippo con- 
fronted Platonism and Christianity in his book On the True Reli- 
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gion. For Augustine, the essential part of Platonic doctrines over- 
lapped with the essential part of Christian doctrines. Platonic 
logic teaches us to recognize that sensory images have filled our 
soul with errors and false opinions, and that we must cure our 
soul of this illness so that it can discover divine reality. Physics 
teaches us that all things are born, die, and fade away; they have 
existence only by means of the genuine being of God, who has 
fashioned them. If, then, the soul turns away from sensible things, 
it will be able to fix its gaze on the immutable Form which gives 
form to all things, and on that Beauty which is “always equal and 
similar to itself in every way, neither divided by space nor trans- 
formed by time.” Ethics, finally, will enable us to discover that only 
the rational and intellectual soul is capable of enjoying the con- 
templation of God's eternity, and of finding eternal life.? 

Such, for Augustine, is the essence of Platonism, and such is also 
the essence of Christianity. As proof, he cites a number of passages 
from the New Testament, which oppose the visible and the invisi- 
ble world, the flesh and the spirit. What, however, one might ask, 
is the difference between Christianity and pagan philosophy? For 
Augustine, it consists in the fact that Platonism was not able to 
convert the masses and turn them away from earthly things, in or- 
der to orientthem toward spiritual things; whereas, since the com- 
ing of Christ, people of all conditions have adopted the Christian 
way of life, so that a true transformation of humanity is under 
way. If Plato were to come back to earth, he would say, "This is 
what I did not dare to preach to the crowd." Although "blinded by 
corporeal stains," souls have been able *without the help of philo- 
sophical discussions" "to return within themselves and look to- 
ward their homeland" because God, through the Incarnation, has 
lowered the authority of divine Reason down to the human 
body.“ From this Augustinian point of view, Christianity has the 
same content as Platonism: the key is to turn away from sensible 
reality in order to contemplate God and spiritual reality, but only 
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Christianity has been able to make the masses adopt this way of 
life. Nietzsche could have used Augustine to confirm his formula 
“Christianity is Platonism for the people."^ 

We must admit, then, that under the influence of ancient phi- 
losophy, certain values which had been only secondary (not to say 
nonexistent) within Christianity rose to the first rank of impor- 
tance. The Gospel idea of the coming of the reign of God was re- 
placed by the philosophical idea of union with God, or deification, 
achieved by asceticism and contemplation. In some cases, Chris- 
tian life became less the life of a human being than that of a soul. It 
became a life according to reason, analogous to that preached by 
secular philosophers. More specifically, it became a life according 
to the Spirit, analogous to that of the Platonists; here, the goal was 
to flee the body in order to turn toward a transcendent, intelligible 
reality and, if possible, to reach this reality in mystical experience. 
In any case, attention to the self, the search for impassivity, peace 
of mind, and the absence of worry, and in particular the flight 
from the body became the primary objectives of spiritual life. 
Dorotheus of Gaza declared that peace of mind is so important 
that we must, if necessary, renounce what we have undertaken in 
order not to lose it.*6 It is this spirituality, strongly marked by the 
way of life of ancient philosophical schools, that was inherited by 
the Christian way of life in the Middle Ages and modern times. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Eclipses and Recurrences of the 
Ancient Concept of Philosophy 


If ancient philosophy established such an intimate link between 
philosophical discourse and the form of life, why is it that today, 
given the way the history of philosophy is usually taught, philoso- 
phy is presented as above all a discourse, which may be theoretical 
and systematic, or critical, but in any case lacks a direct relation- 
ship to the philosopher's way of life? 


CHRISTIANITY AND PHILOSOPHY, ONCE AGAIN 


The causes of this transformation are primarily historical: it is due 
to the flourishing of Christianity. As we have seen, Christianity 
presented itself very early as a "philosophy" in the ancient sense of 
the term. In other words, it presented itself as a way and a choice 
of life—a life according to Christ—which implied a specific dis- 
course. Many elements from traditional Greco-Roman philosophy 
had been absorbed and integrated into the Christian way of life, as 
well as into Christian discourse. Gradually, however, and for rea- 
sons which we shall explore later, Christianity, particularly in the 
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Middle Ages, was marked by a divorce between philosophical dis- 
course and way of life. Some philosophical ways of life, peculiar to 
the various philosophical schools of antiquity, disappeared com- 
pletely, such as Epicureanism. Others, like Stoicism and Platon- 
ism, were absorbed by the Christian way of life. Although it is true, 
to a certain extent, that the monastic way of life called itself a “phi- 
losophy” in the Middle Ages,’ nevertheless this way of life, al- 
though it integrated spiritual exercises proper to the ancient phi- 
losophies, found itself separated from the philosophical discourse 
to which it had previously been linked. All that persisted was the 
philosophical discourse of certain ancient schools, in particular 
the discourses of Platonism and Aristotelianism. Yet, separated 
from the ways of life which inspired them, they were reduced to 
the status of mere conceptual material which could be used in 
theological controversies. “Philosophy, when placed in the service 
of theology, was henceforth no more than a theoretical discourse; 
and when, in the seventeenth and especially the eighteenth cen- 
tury, modern philosophy conquered its autonomy, it retained the 
tendency to limit itself to this point of view. I emphasize the word 
“tendency,” for in fact the original and authentic conception of 
Greco- Roman philosophy was never to be completely forgotten. 

Thanks to the work of Juliusz Domañski,? I have been able to 
correct the overly brief and inexact presentation of the "theo- 
reticizing" of philosophy I had proposed in previous studies.? I 
still believe that this phenomenon is closely linked to the relations 
between philosophy and Christianity, especially as these were 
defined in the medieval universities. Yet I must admit that the re- 
discovery of philosophy as a way of life was not as late as I had 
stated, and that it too began to be sketched in the medieval univer- 
sities. On the other hand, we must add many nuances and quali- 
fications to our description of this rediscovery of philosophy as a 
way of life. 
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PHILOSOPHY AS THE SERVANT OF THEOLOGY 


In the closing years of the sixteenth century, the Scholastic author 
Francisco Suárez published his Disputationes Metaphysicae, a 
work which exercised a considerable influence on many philoso- 
phers from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century. In it he de- 
clares: "In this work, I take on the role of a philosopher, while re- 
maining well aware that our philosophy must be a Christian 
philosophy and the servant of divine theology^ For Suárez, a 
"Christian" philosophy is one which does not contradict the dog- 
mas of Christianity, and is Christian in the sense that it can be 
used to elucidate theological problems. This does not mean that 
such a philosophy must be specifically Christian in the doctrines it 
professes; on the contrary, the philosophy in question is essentially 
Aristotelian, as it had been assimilated and adapted to Christianity 
in thirteenth-century Scholasticism. 

This representation of philosophy as the servant or even the 
slave of a superior theology or wisdom had a long history? As 
early as the beginning of the Christian era, we find it in Philo 
of Alexandria, who proposed a general curriculum for spiritual 
training and progress. In accordance with the program of Plato's 
Republic, the first step in Philo's curriculum was the study of the 
cycle of sciences: geometry and music, but also grammar and 
rhetoric. Commenting on the Book of Genesis, Philo identifies 
these sciences with Hagar, the Egyptian slave with whom Abra- 
ham had to unite before he could achieve union with his wife Sara, 
who personifies philosophy.’ The cycle of sciences must be con- 
ceived as the slave of philosophy; yet philosophy must, in turn, be 
considered as the slave of wisdom—and for Philo, wisdom, or real 
philosophy, was the Word of God as revealed by Moses.? Church 
Fathers like Clement of Alexandria, and especially Origen, took up 
the proportional relation Philo established between the cycle of 
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sciences and Greek philosophy, on the one hand, and Greek phi- 
losophy and Mosaic philosophy on the other. Needless to say, they 
replaced the Mosaic philosophy with the philosophy of Christ.’ 

We must bear in mind, however, that the Greek philosophy at 
issue here is Greek philosophy reduced to philosophical discourse. 
We have seen that Christianity had presented itself as a philoso- 
phy— that is to say, as a way of life, even the only valid way of life. 
In tension with this Christian way of life, however, which was 
sometimes tinged by nuances borrowed from secular philosophy, 
the philosophical discourse of the various schools persisted. More 
precisely, what remained was the philosophical discourse of Neo- 
platonism, since from the third century a.D. onward Neoplato- 
nism, the synthesis of Aristotelianism and Platonism, was the only 
philosophical school left. It was this Neoplatonic philosophical 
discourse that the Church Fathers would use, following Clement 
of Alexandria and Origen, to develop their theology. From this 
point of view, therefore, philosophy was the servant of theology 
from Christian antiquity onward. It contributed its own know- 
how, but was forced to adapt itself to the demands of its mistress. 

There was also contamination. In the Trinity, God the Father 
took on many of the features of the Neoplatonic First God, while 
the Son was conceived of on the model of the second God of 
Numenius or the Intellect of Plotinus. The evolution of theologi- 
cal controversies finally led to the notion of a consubstantial Trin- 
ity. By drawing distinctions among nature, essence, substance, and 
hypostasis, Aristotelian logic and ontology, which had been inte- 
grated into Neoplatonism, furnished concepts that were indis- 
pensable for the formulation of the dogmas of the Trinity and the 
Incarnation. In return, Aristotelian ontology was refined and 
made more precise as a result of the nuances introduced by theo- 
logical discussions. 

According to Philo and Origen, the liberal arts were a propae- 
deutic for Greek philosophy, and Greek philosophy was a propae- 
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deutic for revealed philosophy. Gradually, however, the prepara- 
tory steps tended to fuse together. When Augustine of Hippo, in 
his De doctrina christiana, enumerates the secular knowledge nec- 
essary for the Christian exegete, he places such liberal arts as 
mathematics and dialectics almost on the same level as philoso- 
phy.'? We find the same process of leveling-off at the beginning of 
the Middle Ages—in Alcuin, for instance, during the Carolingian 
period." 

From the ninth to the twelfth century, Greek philosophy con- 
tinued to be used in theological debates, as it had been in the times 
of the Church Fathers, thanks to a few works of Plato, Aristotle, 
and Porphyry which were known through the translations and 
commentaries written at the end of antiquity by Boethius, Macro- 
bius, and Martianus Capella. Yet they also served to elaborate a 
representation of the world. The Platonism of the School of 
Chartres is a well-known phenomenon.” Throughout this period, 
the liberal arts were part of the cycle of studies in the monastic 
schools and cathedrals.? 

From the thirteenth century onward, two new facts had great 
influence on the evolution of thought in the Middle Ages. On the 
one hand, there was the birth of the universities; on the other, the 
widespread diffusion of translations of Aristotle. The rise of the 
universities was concurrent with the flourishing of the cities and a 
decline in the monastic schools, which, in the words of Maria- 
Dominique Chenu, *unambitiously prepared the young monk for 
reading the Bible and for divine service.”'* Within the city center, 
the university was an intellectual corporation of masters and stu- 
dents, and, within the Church, it was a body dependent on ecclesi- 
astical authority. It organized a scholastic cursus, a university year, 
classes, discussion exercises, and exams. Teaching was distributed 
between two faculties: the Faculty of Arts (where, in principle, the 
liberal arts were taught) and the Faculty of Theology. 

It was also in the thirteenth century that many of the works of 
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Aristotle, and of his Greek and Arabic commentators, were dis- 
covered. Aristotle’s philosophy—that is to say, his philosophical 
discourse—was to play a key role in both faculties. The theolo- 
gians would use Aristotle’s dialectics—as well as his theory of 
knowledge and his physics, which opposed form to matter—in re- 
sponding to problems which Christian dogmas posed to reason. 
In the Faculty of Arts, the teaching of Aristotle’s philosophy (that 
is, commentaries on the dialectical, physical, and ethical works of 
Aristotle, who was called “the Philosopher”) largely supplanted 
the teaching of the liberal arts.'^ Philosophy thus became identi- 
fied with Aristotelianism, and the activity and career of “professor 
of philosophy" eventually consisted of commenting on the works 
of Aristotle and resolving the interpretative problems to which 
they gave rise. This philosophy and theology of professors and 
commentators has been called “Scholastic.” In itself, as we have 
seen, Scholastics was nothing but the heir to the philosophical 
method most widely practiced at the end of antiquity, just as the 
scholastic exercises of lectio and disputatio merely extended the 
teaching and exercise methods which were in vogue in the schools 
of antiquity.'® 


THE ARTISTS OF REASON 


I borrow the expression "artists of reason" from Kant, who uses 
the phrase to designate philosophers interested only in pure spec- 
ulation.” The idea of a philosophy reduced to its conceptual con- 
tent has survived to our own time. We encounter it every day in 
our university courses and in textbooks at every level; one could 
say that it is the classical, scholastic, university conception of 
philosophy. Consciously or unconsciously, our universities are 
still the heirs of the “School”—in other words, of the Scholastic 
tradition. 
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The “School,” moreover, remains to this day, insofar as the 
popes of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries traditionally rec- 
ommended Thomism to Catholic universities. The partisans of 
Neoscholastic or Thomist philosophy have continued, as in the 
Middle Ages, to view philosophy as a purely theoretical activity. 
This is why, for example, in the debate concerning the possibility 
and the significance of a Christian philosophy, a debate which 
arose around 1930, the problem of philosophy as a way of life was 
never brought up, so far as I know. The Neoscholastic philosopher 
Etienne Gilson formulated it in purely theoretical terms: Did 
Christianity introduce new concepts and problematics into the 
philosophical tradition? With his characteristic clarity of mind, he 
saw the essence of the problem: “The most favorable philosophical 
position is not that of the philosopher, but that of the Christian! 

Christianity’s great superiority consisted in the fact that it was 
not “the simple abstract knowledge of the truth, but an efficacious 
method of salvation.” To be sure, Gilson admitted, philosophy in 
antiquity was both a science and a life; but in the eyes of Chris- 
tianity, ancient philosophy represented nothing but pure specula- 
tion, whereas Christianity itself is “a doctrine which brings with it, 
at the same time, all the means for putting itself into practice.””” 
There could be no clearer affirmation that modern philosophy has 
come to consider itself a theoretical science because the existential 
dimension of philosophy no longer had any meaning from the 
perspective of Christianity, which was simultaneously both doc- 
trine and life. 

Yet the "School"—that is, the tradition of Scholastic philoso- 
phy—is not all there is. There are also the schools— not the philo- 
sophical communities of antiquity, but the universities, which, de- 
spite the diversity of their foundations and functions, are still the 
heirs of the medieval university. Just as, in antiquity, there was a 
close interaction between the social structure of philosophical in- 
stitutions and their conception of philosophy, so, since the Middle 
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Ages, there has been a kind of reciprocal causality between the 
structure of university institutions and the notions they have en- 
tertained about the nature of philosophy. 

This, at any rate, is what we glean from a text by Hegel, cited by 
Miguel Abensour and Pierre-Jean Labarriére in their excellent in- 
troduction to Schopenhauer’s tract entitled Against University 
Philosophy. Hegel reminds us that philosophy is no longer “prac- 
ticed as a private art, as it was by the Greeks, but now has an 
official existence, which therefore concerns the public; and it is 
principally or exclusively in the service of the State"? 

It must be admitted that there is a radical opposition between 
the ancient philosophical school, which addressed individuals in 
order to transform their entire personality, and the university, 
whose mission is to give out diplomas which correspond to a cer- 
tain level of objectifiable knowledge. Obviously, the Hegelian view 
of a university in the service of the State cannot be generalized. 
Still, universities come about only though the initiative of a higher 
authority, be it the State or the various religious communities 
(Catholic, Lutheran, Calvinist, Anglican). University philosophy 
therefore remains in the same position it occupied in the Middle 
Ages: it is still a servant, sometimes of theology, sometimes of sci- 
ence. In any case, it always serves the imperatives of the overall or- 
ganization of education, or, in the contemporary period, of scien- 
tific research. The choice of professors, course topics, and exams is 
always subject to “objective” criteria which are political or finan- 
cial, and unfortunately all too often foreign to philosophy. 

Furthermore, the university tends to make the philosophy pro- 
fessor a civil servant whose job, to a large extent, consists in train- 
ing other civil servants. The goal is no longer, as it was in antiquity, 
to train people for careers as human beings, but to train them for 
careers as clerks or professors—that is to say, as specialists, theore- 
ticians, and retainers of specific items of more or less esoteric 
knowledge?! Such knowledge, however, no longer involves the 
whole of life, as ancient philosophy demanded. 
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With regard to Wittgenstein’s ideas on the career of philosophy 
professor, Jacques Bouveresse has given an admirable analysis of 
the risk of “intellectual and moral perdition” which lies in wait for 
the professor: 


In a sense, there is no servitude more intolerable than that which 
constrains a man professionally to have an opinion in cases in 
which he may not necessarily have the least qualification. What is at 
issue here, from Wittgenstein’s point of view, is not by any means 
the philosopher’s *wisdom"—that is, the stock of theoretical 
knowledge he has at his disposition—but the personal price he has 
had to pay for what he believes he is able to think and say. . . . In the 
last analysis, a philosophy can be nothing other than the expression 
of an exemplary human experience.” 


The dominance of Idealism over all university philosophy, from 
Hegel to the rise of existentialism and subsequently the vogue of 
structuralism, has done much to foster the idea that the only true 
philosophy must be theoretical and systematic. 

Such, it seems to me, are the historical factors that have led to 
the conception of philosophy as pure theory. 


THE PERMANENCE OF THE CONCEPT OF PHILOSOPHY 
AS A WAY OF LIFE 


Yet this transformation is not as radical as it may seem. Through- 
out the history of Western philosophy, we note a certain perma- 
nence and survival of the ancient notion. From the Middle Ages to 
today, some philosophers have remained faithful to the vital, exis- 
tential dimension of ancient philosophy. At times, they have been 
active in the very heart of the university, but more often they were 
reacting against it. Sometimes they acted alone, but generally they 
did so from bases which were foreign to the university, such as cer- 
tain religious or secular communities. 
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We saw above that thanks to translations of Aristotle made 
from Greek and Arabic, professors in Faculties of Arts had been 
able to read nearly all the works of a philosopher from antiquity. It 
is highly significant that, thanks to these texts, they discovered 
once again that philosophy is not only discourse but a way of life.” 
This fact is all the more interesting in that the philosopher in 
question is Aristotle, the philosopher usually considered a pure 
theoretician. With great perspicacity, however, the Aristotelian 
commentators saw that the essential point of philosophy for the 
“Philosopher” was precisely to devote oneself to a life of research, 
a life of contemplation, and above all an effort to assimilate one- 
self to the divine Intellect. Thus, Boethius of Dacia, taking up Ari- 
stotle’s famous assertions at the end of Book X of the Nico- 
machean Ethics, states that mankind’s end and happiness consist 
in living according to the highest part of his being: the intelli- 
gence, which is intended to contemplate the truth. Such a life is in 
conformity with the order of nature, which has subordinated the 
lower faculties to the higher ones. Only the philosopher, who de- 
votes his life to investigating the truth, lives according to nature; 
and the life he leads is most delightful. This text is echoed by the 
following declaration by Aubry of Reims:? “When we know we 
have achieved the end, all that is left is to savor and enjoy the plea- 
sure. This is what is called wisdom, and this savoriness we have 
found can be loved for its own sake. This is philosophy, and it is 
here that we must stop.” We find the same attitude in Dante, and 
in Meister Eckhart.” As Domański has written, this current of 
thought “accorded complete autonomy to philosophy, and did not 
consider it a mere propaedeutic to Christian doctrine”? 

In the fourteenth century, Petrarch rejected the idea of a theo- 
retical and descriptive ethics, noting that reading and comment- 
ing upon Aristotle's treatises on the subject had not made him a 
better person.* He therefore refused to apply the term “philoso- 
phers" to "professors sitting in a chair," and reserved the word for 
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those who confirmed their teachings by their acts.” It is to 
Petrarch that we owe the following remark, which is essential to 
the perspective we are investigating: “It is more important to want 
the good than it is to know the truth.”*° We find the same attitude 
in Erasmus when he repeatedly affirms that the only philosopher 
is the person who lives philosophically, as did Socrates, Diogenes 
the Cynic, and Epictetus, but also like John the Baptist, Christ, and 
the Apostles.*! We must note that when Petrarch and Erasmus 
speak of the philosophical life, they, like some Church Fathers and 
some of the monks, have in mind a Christian philosophical life. As 
we have seen, moreover, they admitted that some pagan philoso- 
phers also realized the ideal of the philosopher. 

During the Renaissance, we see the renewal not only of the doc- 
trinal tendencies of ancient philosophy, but also of its concrete 
attitudes: Epicureanism, Stoicism, Platonism, Skepticism. Mon- 
taigne’s Essays, for example, show the philosopher trying to prac- 
tice the various modes of life proposed by ancient philosophy: 
“My trade and my art is living.” His spiritual itinerary led him 
from the Stoicism of Seneca to the probabilism of Plutarch,” 
through Skepticism, and finally—definitively—to Epicureanism: 
“Today I did nothing, ‘What? Have you not lived? Not only is that 
the fundamental point, but it is the most illustrious of your occu- 
pations . . . Our great and glorious masterpiece is to live appropri- 
ately. To know how to loyally delight in our being is a perfection 
which is absolute, and as if divine. * 

Michel Foucault held that the "theoreticizing" of philosophy 
began with Descartes, not in the Middle Ages.” As I have said else- 
where, I agree with him when he says: “Before Descartes, a subject 
could have access to the truth only by carrying out beforehand a 
certain work upon himself which made him susceptible of know- 
ing the truth." We need only recall what I said above with regard to 
Aristotle and Porphyry. I depart from Foucault, however, when he 
adds that, according to Descartes, "in order to accede to the truth, 
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itis enough that I be any subject capable of seeing what is evident. 
... Evidence has been substituted for askésis.” 

I believe that when Descartes chose to give one of his works the 
title Meditations, he knew perfectly well that the word designated 
an exercise of the soul within the tradition of ancient spirituality. 
Each Meditation is indeed a spiritual exercise—that is, work by 
oneself and upon oneself which must be finished before one can 
move to the next stage. As has been shown with great finesse by 
the novelist and philosopher Michel Butor, these exercises are pre- 
sented with tremendous literary skill For although Descartes 
speaks in the first person (evoking the fire before which he is sit- 
ting, the robe he is wearing, and the paper in front of him), and al- 
though he describes the feelings he is experiencing, what he really 
wishes is that his reader should traverse the stages of the inner 
evolution he describes. In other words, the “I” used in the Medita- 
tions is in fact a “You” which is addressed to the reader. Here, once 
again, we encounter that movement—so frequent in antiquity— 
by which one passes from the individual self to a self elevated to 
the plane of universality. Each Meditation deals with only one sub- 
ject—for instance, methodical doubt is discussed in the first Medi- 
tation, and the discovery of the self as a thinking reality in the sec- 
ond. This enables the reader to assimilate the exercise practiced in 
each Meditation. As Aristotle said, “It takes time for what we have 
learned to become our nature." Descartes, too, knows that it takes 
lengthy “meditation” to make the new self-consciousness we have 
gained enter into our memory. With regard to methodical doubt, 
he writes: “I have not been able to dispense with giving doubt an 
entire Meditation; and I would that my readers take not only the 
little time necessary to read it, but some months, or at least some 
weeks, to consider the things with which it deals, before they move 
on to something else?" With regard to the means for becoming 
aware of the self as a thinking reality, Descartes writes: ^The self 
must be examined often, and considered for a long time, . . . and 
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this has seemed to me a sufficient cause for dealing with no other 
matter in the second Meditation.” The third Meditation also pres- 
ents itself, in its first lines, as a highly Platonic spiritual exercise, 
since its goal is radically to separate the self from sensory knowl- 
edge: “I shall now close my eyes; I shall stop up my ears; and I shall 
even erase from my thoughts all images of corporeal things. . . . 
And thus, conversing only with myself and considering my inner 
parts, I shall try to make myself, bit by bit, better known and more 
familiar to myself." 

More generally, it does not seem to me that Cartesian evidence 
is accessible to all perceiving minds. Indeed, in the lines from the 
Discourse on Method which mention the precept of evidence, it is 
impossible not to recognize the Stoic definition of the adequate or 
comprehensive representation: “The first was never to accept any 
thing as true which I do not evidently know to be such; that is to 
say, carefully to avoid precipitation and preconceptions, and to 
comprehend in my judgments nothing more than what presents 
itself to my mind so clearly and distinctly that I should have no 
occasion to place it in doubt.”** This is precisely the Stoic disci- 
pline of assent.? As in Stoicism, this discipline is not equally ac- 
cessible to just any mind, for it too demands an askesis and an 
effort, which consists in avoiding “precipitation” (aproptosia, 
propeteia). The extent to which the ancient conception of philoso- 
phy is present in Descartes is not always adequately measured. 
This is true, for instance, of the Letters to Princess Elisabeth, which 
are to some extent letters of spiritual guidance. 

For Kant, the ancient definition of philosophy as philo-sophia— 
the desire for, love of, and exercise of wisdom—was still valuable. 
Philosophy, says Kant, is "the doctrine and exercise of wisdom 
(not simple science) and he knows the distance which separates 
philosophy from wisdom: *Man does not possess wisdom; he only 
tends toward it and can feel love for it. Yet this is already 
sufficiently meritorious.”*° Philosophy, for mankind, consists of 
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efforts toward wisdom which always remain unfulfilled.* The en- 
tire technical edifice of critical Kantian philosophy has meaning 
only from the perspective of wisdom, or rather from that of the 
sage. Kant usually imagines wisdom in the figure of the sage—an 
ideal norm, never incarnate in a human being, but according to 
which the philosopher tries to live. Kant also calls this model of 
the sage the “Idea of the philosopher.” “There exists no philoso- 
pher corresponding to this model, any more than there exists any 
true Christian. Both are models. . .. Models must serve as norms. 
... The ‘philosopher’ is only an idea. Perhaps we may glance at 
him, and imitate him in some ways, but we shall never totally 
reach him? Here, Kant situates himself within the tradition of 
Socrates, who in the Symposium says that the only thing he knows 
is that he is not a sage and has not yet reached the ideal model of 
the sage. This Socratism, moreover, foreshadows that of 
Kierkegaard, who said he was a Christian only insofar as he knew 
he was not Christian. Kant writes: “The Idea of wisdom must be 
the foundation of philosophy, just as the Idea of sanctity is the 
foundation of Christianity"? He uses the expression "Idea of wis- 
dom" as well as “Idea of philosophy or of the philosopher,” since 
the ideal constituted by wisdom is precisely the ideal which the 
philosopher pursues: 


Some ancient philosophers have approached the model of the true 
philosopher, as has Rousseau; yet they have not reached it. Many, 
perhaps, will believe that we already possess the doctrine of wis- 
dom and that we should not consider it a simple Idea, since we own 
so many books filled with prescriptions which tell us how we ought 
to act. Yet these, for the most part, are tautological propositions and 
demands which we cannot stand to hear, for they show us no 
means of attaining them.“ 


As he continues, Kant evokes ancient philosophy: 


A hidden Idea of philosophy has long been present among men. Yet 
either they have not understood it, or else they have considered it a 
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contribution to erudition. If we take the ancient Greek philoso- 
phers—such as Epicurus, Zeno, Socrates—we discover that the 
principal object of their science has been the destination of man, 
and the means to achieve it. They thus remained much more faith- 
ful to the true Idea of the philosopher than has been the case in 
modern times, when we encounter the philosopher only as an artist 
of reason.‘ 


After describing the teaching and especially the life of Socrates, 
Epicurus, and Diogenes, Kant says that the ancients required their 
to philosophers live as they taught: “Plato asked an old man who 
told him that he was listening to lectures on virtue: “When are you 
finally going to start living virtuously? The point is not always to 
speculate; ultimately, we must think of actual practice. Nowadays, 
however, he who lives in a way which conforms with what he 
teaches is taken to be a dreamer.’ So long as the sage, perfect in 
way of life and knowledge, is not realized on this earth, there will 
be no philosophy. “There is a teacher, [conceived] in the ideal. . . . 
Him alone we must call philosopher; but . . . he nowhere exists.”*’ 
Philosophy, in the proper sense of the term, does not exist and 
perhaps shall never exist. All we can do is philosophize—that is, 
carry out an exercise of reason, guided by our Idea of a "teacher in 
the ideal" 

In fact, two ideas or representations of philosophy are possible: 
one which Kant calls the "scholastic" concept of philosophy, and 
another which he calls the “worldly” concept of philosophy.” As a 
scholarly or scholastic concept, philosophy is nothing but pure 
speculation. It aims only at being systematic, and it aspires to the 
logical perfection of knowledge. He who is content with the scho- 
lastic concept of philosophy, says Kant, is an artist of reason; he is 
what Plato calls a philodoxos, or “friend of opinion* He is inter- 
ested in many beautiful things, but does not see beauty-in-itself; 
intrigued by many just things, he does not see justice-in-itself. 
This is equivalent to saying that he is not perfectly systematic, for 
he does not see the unity of the universally human interest which 
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animates all philosophical effort." In fact, for Kant, the scholarly 
concept of philosophy remains at the level of pure theory, and 
only the concept of “philosophy of the world” is situated within 
the perspective of the ultimate meaning of philosophy and can 
truly unify the world. 

What is this concept of “philosophy of the world”? Kant also 
speaks of a “cosmic” or “cosmopolitan” concept.” This expression 
is disconcerting to us; but we must place it in the context of the 
eighteenth century, the era of the Enlightenment. The word “cos- 
mic” here refers not to the physical “world” but to the human 
world, which is to say the world of the individual, who lives in a 
world of other human beings. The opposition between scholastic 
philosophy and philosophy of the world already existed before 
Kant—for instance, in the work of J. G. Sulzer (1759).** For Sulzer, 
“philosophy of the world” consisted in human experience and the 
wisdom which results from it. This distinction corresponds to the 
Enlightenment’s general tendency to force philosophy to leave the 
closed, fixed circle of the school so that it could become accessible 
to everyone. We must emphasize this characteristic of the philoso- 
phy of the eighteenth century, which tends, as in antiquity, to re- 
unite philosophical discourse and way of life. 

Yet the Kantian notion of cosmic philosophy is more profound 
than philosophy of the world, which was popular in the eigh- 
teenth century; for “cosmic” philosophy ultimately refers to the 
wisdom incarnate in the ideal sage. What has always been the basis 
for the notion of philo-sophy (that is, the search for wisdom) is, 
says Kant, the idea of a “cosmic” philosophy, a philosophy “of the 
world,” not the idea of a scholastic philosophy, “especially when 
the notion was personified, so to speak, and imagined as a model 
of the philosopher, which exists in the ideal.” In other words, it was 
seen in the figure of the sage. “In this sense, one would be arrogant 
if one called oneself a philosopher and claimed to be able to equal 
` a model which exists only in the ideal.” 

Such a sage, or ideal philosopher, would be the “legislator of 
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reason”: he would govern himself according to his own law, which 
would be the law of reason. Although the ideal sage is nowhere to 
be found, at least “the Idea of his legislation is found everywhere, 
in all human reason.” This enables us to understand that our rea- 
son formulates the imperatives which direct human action by the 
light of the Idea of the ideal sage.” In the categorical imperative— 
"Act only on that maxim whereby thou canst at the same time will 
that it should become a universal law”*—the self realizes itself 
and transcends itself, even as it universalizes itself. This imperative 
must be unconditional—that is, it must not be based upon any 
particular interest. On the contrary, it must incline the individual 
to act only in the perspective of the universal. Here again, we en- 
counter one of the fundamental themes of the way of life proper 
to ancient philosophy. 

No doubt the reader will still wonder why Kant called this 
philosophical program, dominated by the idea of wisdom, the 
"concept of cosmic philosophy.” Perhaps we can have a better un- 
derstanding of the term after reading this Kantian definition? “By 
‘cosmical concept’ [ Weltbegriff] is here meant the concept which 
relates to that in which everyone necessarily has an interest" —in 
other words, since the world (cosmos) in question here is the hu- 
man world, “that notion which interests everyone.” 

What interests everyone, or rather what should interest every- 
one, is nothing other than wisdom. The normal, natural, everyday 
state of human beings ought to be wisdom, but they cannot reach 
it; this was another of the fundamental ideas of ancient philoso- 
phy. It amounts to saying that what interests each person is not 
only the Kantian-critical question "What can I know?" but espe- 
cially questions like “What should I do?” “What may I hope for?” 
“What is humankind?”—which are the fundamental questions of 
philosophy.” | 

This idea of the interest of reason is very important, for it is 
linked to the idea of the primacy of practical reason with regard to 
- theoretical reason. As Kant says, “all interest is ultimately practical, 
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and even that of speculative reason is conditional, and it is only in 
the practical employment of reason that it is complete.” In fact, 
Kantian philosophy is addressed only to those who feel this practi- 
cal interest for the moral good, who are gifted with moral senti- 
ment, and who opt for a supreme end and a sovereign good. It is, 
moreover, remarkable that in his Critique of the Faculty of Judg- 
ment, this interest for the moral good and this moral sentiment 
appear as the precondition for the interest we can feel for the 
beauty of nature: “This immediate interest in the beauty of nature 
is not in fact common. It is peculiar to those whose habits of 
thought are already trained to the good or else are eminently sus- 
ceptible of such training.”®° 

Kant’s theoretical discourse, both on his part and on the part of 
his audience, is linked to a decision—an act of faith leading to the 
choice of a certain way of life, inspired, in the last analysis, by the 
model of the sage. We thus see the extent to which Kant was 
influenced by the ancient concept of philosophy. Moreover, in the 
“ethical ascetics” which Kant proposes at the end of his Meta- 
physics of Morals, he sets out the rules for the exercise of virtue, 
trying to reconcile Epicurean serenity with the tension of Stoic 
duty. 

It would take a large volume to tell the entire history of the re- 
ception of ancient philosophy by medieval and modern philoso- 
phy. I have chosen to concentrate on a few major figures: Mon- 
taigne, Descartes, Kant. We might mention many other thinkers— 
as different as Rousseau, Shaftesbury,” Schopenhauer, Emerson, 
Thoreau, Kierkegaard, Marx, Nietzsche, William James, Bergson, 
Wittgenstein, Merleau-Ponty, and still others. All, in one way or 
another, were influenced by the model of ancient philosophy, and 
conceived of philosophy not only as a concrete, practical activity 
but also as a transformation of our way of inhabiting and perceiv- 
ing the world. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


Questions and Perspectives 


Now that we have reached the end of this work, the author notices 
everything he has left unsaid, as well as the questions the reader 
would like to ask him. If, for instance, the "theoreticizing" of phi- 
losophy has been presented as the result of the encounter between 
Christianity and philosophy, wouldn't it have been better to give 
an overall study of the relations between philosophy and religion, 
both in antiquity and in the modern world? In antiquity, the phi- 
losopher encountered religion in his social life (in the form of the 
official cult) and in his cultural life (in the form of works of art 
and of literature), yet he lived religion philosophically, by trans- 
forming it into philosophy. If Epicurus recommended participa- 
tion in civic festivals and even in prayer, this was to allow the Epi- 
curean philosopher to contemplate the gods as conceived by the 
Epicurean theory of nature. Even the late Neoplatonists, who 
practiced theurgy, integrated it into a course of spiritual progress 
which was essentially philosophical, in order to rise ultimately to a 
transcendent and unknowable God who was completely foreign to 
traditional religion. Although they constructed a rational theology 
according to which philosophical entities corresponded to the 
gods of the official religion, this theology no longer had much in 
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common with the ancient beliefs which they wanted to defend 
against Christianity. The philosophical way of life never entered 
into competition with religion in antiquity, because at the time re- 
ligion was not a way of life which included all of existence and all 
of inner life, as it was in Christianity. It was, rather, philosophical 
discourse which could collide with the received ideas on the gods 
within the city, as it did in the case of Anaxagoras and of Socrates. 

As we have seen, the relations between philosophy and Chris- 
tianity were much more complex, and it would take a lengthy 
study to define them. It could be said that almost all philosophies 
since the Middle Ages have felt the influence of Christianity. On 
the one hand, their philosophical discourse developed within an 
intimate relation with Christianity, whether in order to justify 
Christian doctrine—directly or indirectly—or to combat it. On 
this point, one must commend the work of Etienne Gilson, who 
shows how the philosophy of Descartes, Malebranche, and Leibniz 
is, in the last analysis, situated within the Christian problematic.’ 
He might also have added Kant’s name,’ but it must be admitted 
that by assimilating Christian faith to moral faith, Kant essentially 
transformed Christianity into a philosophy. Moreover, from the 
Middle Ages, through Petrarch and Erasmus or the Christian 
Stoics and Epicureans, to the Christian existentialism of Gabriel 
Marcel, the philosophical way of life was long identified with the 
Christian way of life—so much so, that we can discern traces of 
Christianity even in the existential attitudes of modern-day phi- 
losophers.’ Nor is this surprising, given the strength of this tradi- 
tion, which suffused the entire Western tradition. One would 
therefore need lengthy reflection in order to give a more adequate 
definition of the relations between philosophy and religion. 

It may also be useful to give a brief overview of my notion of 
philosophy. I am quite ready to accept that philosophy, both today 
and in antiquity, is a theoretical and “conceptualizing” activity. I 
also believe, however, that in antiquity it was the philosopher’s 
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choice of a way of life which conditioned and determined the fun- 
damental tendencies of his philosophical discourse. I also think 
that this is ultimately true of all philosophy. I do not mean, of ` 
course, that the philosopher is determined by a blind, arbitrary 
choice; I mean that practical reason takes primacy over theoretical 
reason. Philosophical reflection is, in Kant’s words, motivated and 
guided by “that which interests reason"—in other words, by the 
choice of a way of life. I would agree with Plotinus that “it is desire 
that engenders thought."* Nevertheless, there is a kind of recipro- 
cal interaction or causality between what the philosopher pro- 
foundly wants, what interests him in the strongest sense of the 
term—that is, the answer to the question “How should I live?” — 
and what he tries to elucidate and illuminate by means of 
reflection. Reflection is inseparable from the will. On occasion, 
this interaction also exists in modern or contemporary philoso- 
phies, and we can, up to a point, explain philosophical discourses 
by the existential choices which motivate them. For instance, we 
know from one of Wittgenstein’s letters that his Tractatus Logico- 
Philoso phicus, which is apparently, and indeed truly is, a theory of 
the proposition, is nevertheless fundamentally a book of ethics in 
which “what pertains to ethics” is not said but shown? Witt- 
genstein elaborates his theory of the proposition in order to justify 
this silence concerning ethics, which is foreseen and deliberate 
from the beginning of the book. What motivates the Tractatus is 
the will to lead the reader to a certain kind of life, and a certain at- 
titude, which, moreover, is fully analogous to the existential op- 
tions of ancient philosophy: “to live within the present,” without 
regretting, fearing, or hoping for anything. We have seen that 
many modern and contemporary philosophers have remained 
faithful, in Kant's terms, to the Idea of philosophy. In the last anal- 
ysis, it is the scholastic teaching of philosophy, and especially of the 
history of philosophy, which has always had a tendency to empha- 
size the theoretical, abstract, and conceptual side of philosophy. 
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This is why it is necessary to insist on a few methodological im- 
peratives. In order to understand the philosophical works of an- 
tiquity, we must take into consideration the particular conditions 
of philosophical life at that time. We must discern the philoso- 
pher’s underlying intention, which was not to develop a discourse 
which had its end in itself but to act upon souls. In fact, each asser- 
tion must be understood from the perspective of the effect it was 
intended to produce in the soul of the auditor or reader. Whether 
the goal was to convert, to console, to cure, or to exhort the audi- 
ence, the point was always and above all not to communicate to 
them some ready-made knowledge but to form them. In other 
words, the goal was to learn a type of know-how; to develop a 
habitus, or new capacity to judge and to criticize; and to trans- 
form—that is, to change people’s way of living and of seeing the 
world. If, then, we remember that philosophy’s assertions are in- 
tended not to communicate knowledge but to form and to train, it 
will come as no surprise if we find aporiai in Plato, Aristotle, or 
Plotinus in which thought seems to be enclosed—points at which 
there are reformulations, repetitions, and apparent incoherences. 

The relation between a work and its addressee is of the utmost 
importance, for the content of the work is partially determined by 
the necessity of adapting itself to the addressee’s spiritual capaci- 
ties. We must never forget to situate the works of ancient philoso- 
phers within the perspective of the life of the school to which they 
belonged, for they almost always bear a relation—direct or indi- 
rect—to the teaching. For instance, Aristotle’s treatises are, to a 
large extent, preparations for oral teaching, while Plotinus’ trea- 
tises are echoes of difficulties which were brought up during his 
classes. Finally, most works of antiquity, whether philosophical or 
otherwise, were intimately related to orality. They were intended 
to be read out loud, often at public readings. Such a close link be- 
tween writing and speech can explain some of the unnerving par- 
ticularities of ancient philosophical writings. 
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The reader will also no doubt wish to ask if I think the ancient 
concept of philosophy might still exist today. I think I have already 
answered this question, at least in part, by showing how many phi- 
losophers of the modern period, from Montaigne to the present, 
have considered philosophy not as a simple theoretical discourse 
but as a practice, an askesis, and a transformation of the self. This 
concept is therefore still “actual” and can always be reactualized.* 
For my part, I would put the question differently: Isn't there an ur- 
gent need to rediscover the ancient notion of the *philosopher"— 
that living, choosing philosopher without whom the notion of 
philosophy has no meaning? Why not define the philosopher not 
as a professor or a writer who develops a philosophical discourse, 
but, in accordance with the concept which was constant in antiq- 
uity, as a person who leads a philosophical life? Shouldn't we re- 
vise the habitual use of the word "philosopher" (which usually re- 
fers only to the theoretician) so that it applies to the person who 
practices philosophy, just as Christians can practice Christianity 
without being theorists or theologians? Do we ourselves have to 
construct a philosophical system before we can live philosophi- 
cally? This does not mean, of course, that we needn't reflect upon 
our own experience, as well as that of philosophers of both past 
and present. 

Yet what does it mean to “live like a philosopher"? What is the 
practice of philosophy? In this book I have tried to show, among 
other things, that philosophical practice is relatively independent 
from philosophical discourse. The same spiritual exercise can be 
justified after the fact by widely different philosophical discourses, 
in order to describe and justify experiences whose existential den- 
sity ultimately escapes all attempts at theoreticizing and system- 
atizing. For instance, the Stoics and the Epicureans, for various 
and almost opposite reasons, advised their disciples to live always 
aware of the imminence of death, freeing themselves from the 
worry of the future and the weight of the past. Yet the person who 
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practices this exercise of concentration sees the universe with new 
eyes, as if he were seeing it for the first and the last time. In his en- 
joyment of the present, he discovers the splendor and mystery of 
existence and of the world’s emergence; at the same time, he 
achieves serenity by experiencing how relative are the things 
which provoke anxiety and worry. Similarly, Stoics, Epicureans, 
and Platonists, each for their own reasons, exhorted their disciples 
to raise themselves to a cosmic perspective, plunge into the im- 
mensity of space and time, and thereby transform their vision of 
the world. 

Seen in this way, the practice of philosophy transcends the 
oppositions of particular philosophies. It is essentially an effort to 
become aware of ourselves, our being-in-the-world, and our be- 
ing-with-others. It is also, as Maurice Merleau-Ponty used to say, 
an effort to “relearn how to see the world” and attain a universal 
vision, thanks to which we can put ourselves in the place of others 
and transcend our own partiality.’ 

There is a text by Georges Friedmann that I have often cited in 
other works. It seems to be of capital importance here, insofar as it 
shows how a contemporary man, engaged in political struggle, 
realizes that he can and should live as a philosopher: 


“To take flight” every day! At least for a moment, which may be 
brief, so long as it is intense. A “spiritual exercise” every day—alone 
or in the company of a person who also wants to better himself. 

Spiritual exercises. Leave duration behind. Try to strip yourself 
of your own passions, of the vanities and the rash of noise sur- 
rounding your name (which, from time to time, itches like a 
chronic affliction). Flee backbiting. Strip yourself of pity and of ha- 
tred. Love all free human beings. Become eternal by transcending 
yourself. 

This effort upon yourself is necessary; this ambition is just. 
Many are those who become completely absorbed in militant poli- 
tics and the preparation of the social revolution. Few, very few, are 
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those who, to prepare for the revolution, are willing to make them- 
selves worthy of it.!° 


Yet philosophers in antiquity, in order to practice philosophy, 
lived in more or less close proximity to a community of other phi- 
losophers, or at least they received their rules of life from a philo- 
sophical tradition. Their task was thereby made easier, even if ac- 
tually living according to such rules of life demanded strenuous 
effort. Today there are no more schools, and the “philosopher” is 
alone. How shall he find his way? 

He will find it as many others have found it before him—as 
Montaigne, Goethe, or Nietzsche found it. They, too, were alone, 
but in accordance with their circumstances and innermost needs, 
they chose the ways of life of ancient philosophy as their models. 
Nietzsche, for instance, wrote as follows: “So far as praxis is con- 
cerned, I view the various moral schools as experimental laborato- 
ries in which a considerable number of recipes for the art of living 
have been thoroughly practiced and lived to the hilt. The results of 
all their experiments belong to us, as our legitimate property. 
Thus, we will not hesitate to adopt a Stoic recipe just because we 
have profited in the past from Epicurean recipes.” It is lengthy 
experience acquired over centuries, and lengthy discussions about 
such experience, which give the ancient models their value. To 
use the Stoic model and the Epicurean model—successively or al- 
ternately—was a way of achieving a certain balance in life for 
Nietzsche, but also for Montaigne, Goethe, Kant, Wittgenstein, 
and Jaspers." And there are other models that could just as effec- 
tively inspire and guide philosophical practice. 

The reader might also ask how these ancient models could still 
be reactualized, despite the intervening centuries of global evolu- 
tion. First of all, as Nietzsche remarked, this could happen because 
the ancient schools were a kind of experimental laboratory, thanks 
to which we can compare the consequences of the various types of 
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spiritual experience they proposed. From this point of view, the 
plurality of ancient schools is precious. But the models they offer 
can be actualized only if they are reduced to their essence or their 
most profound significance. They must be detached from their 
antiquated cosmological and mythical elements, so that their fun- 
damental positions, which the schools themselves considered es- 
sential, can be brought out. We can go further—for as I have said 
elsewhere, I believe these models correspond to permanent, fun- 
damental attitudes which all human beings find necessary when 
they set about seeking wisdom.” In The Inner Citadel I spoke of a 
kind of universal Stoicism, which we find not only in the West but 
also, as Jacques Gernet has shown, in China." As I said, I have long 
been hostile to comparative philosophy because I thought it could 
cause confusions and arbitrary connections. Now, however, as I 
read the works of my colleagues Guy Bugault, Roger-Pol Droit, 
Michel Hulin, and J.-L. Solére, it seems to me that there really are 
troubling analogies between the philosophical attitudes of antiq- 
uity and those of the Orient. These analogies cannot be ex- 
plained by historical influences; nevertheless, they do perhaps give 
us a better understanding of all that can be involved in philosophi- 
cal attitudes which illuminate one another in this way. The means 
that enable us to achieve inner peace and communion with other 
human beings, or with the universe, are not unlimited. Perhaps we 
should say that the choices of life we have described—those of 
Socrates, Pyrrho, Epicurus, the Stoics, the Cynics, and the Skep- 
tics—correspond to constant, universal models which are found, 
in various forms, in every civilization, throughout the various cul- 
tural zones of humanity. This is why I earlier mentioned a Bud- 
dhist text, as well as some considerations by Hulin, who was in- 
spired by Buddhism: because I thought they could give us a better 
understanding of the essence of the Greek sage. It is most interest- 
ing that in Greece, India, and China, one of the paths to wisdom is 
indifference, or the refusal to accord things differences in value. 
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Such differences express the egoistic, partial, and limited view- 
point of the individual—the viewpoint of “the frog at the bottom 
of the well" or of “a vinegar-fly at the bottom of a barrel,” as men- 
tioned by Chuang-tzu: “All I knew of the Tao was what a vinegar- 
fly stuck inside a barrel can know of the universe. If the master had 
not lifted the lid, I would still be unaware of the universe in its in- 
tegral grandeur”! Such disinterestedness and indifference bring 
us back to an original state: the quiet and peace which exists deep 
within us. It preexists the affirmation of our individuality against 
the world and against other people, and hence preexists the ego- 
tism and egocentricity which separate us from the universe, and 
which sweep us inexorably into the worried pursuit of pleasure 
and the perpetual fear of pain. 

Spiritual exercises such as “living in the present” and “looking 
at things from above” can be found in Goethe, Nietzsche, and 
Wittgenstein." They are quite accessible to the “philosopher,” in 
the sense in which we understand him. I hope to return to this 
theme in future works. 

More generally, I hope I have implied that, in Solére's words, 
"the ancients were perhaps closer to the Orient than we are."!* The 
same point is made by a modern Chinese author who writes: 
"Chinese philosophers were all Socrates, to various degrees. 
Knowledge and wisdom were inseparable in the person of the phi- 
losopher. His philosophy demanded that he live it, and he himself 
was its vehicle. Living in accordance with his philosophical con- 
victions was a part of his philosophy"? The “philosopher,” or 
lover of wisdom, in thesense in which we understand these terms, 
can therefore seek models of life in the oriental philosophies, and 
these will not be so very far from the ancient models. 

Such a "philosopher" will, moreover, be exposed to many risks. 
The first of these will be the temptation to be satisfied with philo- 
sophical discourse. There is an abyss between fine phrases and be- 
coming genuinely aware of oneself, truly transforming oneself. It 
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certainly seems, moreover, as if the deepest reason for the 
“theoreticizing” of philosophy is this tendency—innate, as it were, 
to the philosopher—which leads him to be satisfied with dis- 
course, or the conceptual architecture which he builds, rebuilds, 
or admires. Throughout the history of ancient philosophy, and in 
all the schools, we encounter the same warnings against the dan- 
ger the philosopher incurs, if he thinks his philosophical discourse 
can be sufficient unto itself without being linked to a philosophi- 
cal life. Plato already sensed this ever-present danger when, in or- 
der to justify his decision to go to Syracuse, he wrote: “I was afraid 
that I would see myself as a fine talker, incapable of resolutely un- 
dertaking an action”? 

Another danger, the worst of all, is to believe that one can do 
without philosophical reflection. The philosophical way of life 
must be justified in rational, motivated discourse, and such dis- 
course is inseparable from the way of life. Nevertheless, we have to 
reflect critically on the ancient, modern, and oriental discourses 
which justify a given way of life. We must try to render explicit the 
reasons we act in such-and-such a way, and reflect on our experi- 
ence and that of others. Without such reflection, the philosophical 
life risks sinking into vapid banality, “respectable” feelings, or de- 
viance. To be sure, we cannot wait until we have read Kant’s Cri- 
tique of Pure Reason in order to live as philosophers. Nevertheless, 
living as a philosopher also means to reflect, to reason, to concep- 
tualize in a rigorous, technical way—or, as Kant used to say, “to 
think for oneself? The philosophical life is a never-ending quest.” 

Finally, and despite the tenacious clichés which still clog philos- 
ophy manuals, we must never forget that ancient philosophical life 
was always intimately linked to the care for others, and that this 
demand is inherent in the philosophical life, especially when it is 
lived in the contemporary world. In the words of Georges Fried- 
mann: “A modern sage—if such existed—would not turn away 
from the human sewer, as so many disgusted aesthetes have 
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done.”” That said, however, Friedmann found the problems in the 
relations between ancient philosophers and the State almost insol- 
uble. We must agree, for the “engaged” philosopher always runs 
the risk of letting himself be swept along by political passions and 
hatreds. This is why it was vital, in Friedmann’s view, that in order 
to improve the human situation we concentrate our strength “on 
limited groups, even on individuals,” and “on the spiritual effort 
(the transformation of a few),” which, he thought, would eventu- 
ally be communicated and diffused. The philosopher is cruelly 
aware of his solitude and impotence in a world which is torn be- 
tween two states of unconsciousness: that which derives from the 
idolatry of money, and that which results in the face of the misery 
and suffering of billions of human beings. In such conditions, the 
philosopher will surely never be able to attain the absolute serenity 
of the sage. To do philosophy will therefore also mean to suffer 
from this isolation and this impotence. But ancient philosophy 
also teaches us not to resign ourselves, but to continue to act rea- 
sonably and try to live according to the norm constituted by the 
Idea of wisdom, whatever happens, and even if our action seems 
very limited to us. In the words of Marcus Aurelius: “Do not wait 
for Plato’s Republic, but be happy if one little thing leads to prog- 
ress, and reflect on the fact that what results from such a little 
thing is not, in fact, so very little."? 
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Notes 


INTRODUCTION 
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Chronology 


The sign + indicates that the date is approximate. This is very often the case for 
the period in which the philosophers were active. In general, I have chosen dates 
which correspond to what the ancients called the akmé: the point at which the 
person in question reached his maturity, or the height of his activity and renown. 
The reader will find valuable bio-bibliographic details on the various philoso- 
phers in R. Goulet, Dictionnaire des philosophes antiques, volume 1: Abammon a 
Axiothea, volume 2: Babélyca à Dyscolius (Paris, 1994). 


BEFORE CHRIST 


850-750 Composition of the Homeric poems. 
700? HESIOD, Greek poet, author of Works and Days. 


650+? ARISTEAS OF PROCONNESUS travels to Central Asia and com- 
poses his poem Arimas peia. 


640+ EPIMENIDES carries out an expiatory sacrifice in Athens. 


600—550 The first thinkers appear in the Greek colonies of Asia Mi- 
nor: THALES OF MILETUS (who predicts the solar eclipse of 
May 28, 585), ANAXIMANDER, ANAXIMENES. 


600+ The SEVEN SAGES (historical and legendary figures): SOLON, 
PITTACUS OF MYTILENE, CHILON OF SPARTA, BIAS OF PRIENE, 
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594+ 


560+? 


540+? 


540+? 
532+ 


504+ 


500+ 
490—429 
470+ 
460+ 
450+ ff. 
450+ ff. 


450+ 
440+ 
435+ 
432 


PERIANDER OF CORINTH, CLEOBULUS OF LINDOS, THALES OF 
MILETUS. 


SOLON, Athenian statesman and poet, later considered one 
of the SEVEN SAGES. 


ABARIS, linked to Pythagoras in the Pythagorean and Pla- 
tonic traditions. 


XENOPHANES OF COLOPHON emigrates from Colophon, a 
Greek colony in Asia Minor, and arrives at Elea, a Greek 
colony in southern Italy. 


THEOGNIS, elegiac poet of aristocratic ethics. 


PYTHAGORAS. Originally from the island of Samos, he emi- 
grates to the Greek colonies of southern Italy: Crotona, and 
then Metapontum. He is said to be a reincarnation of the 
(legendary) philosopher HERMOTIMUS OF CLAZOMENAE. 


HERACLITUS OF EPHESUS (Ephesus is a Greek colony in Asia 
Minor). 


BUDDHA and CONFUCIUS teach their doctrines. 

Life span of the Athenian statesman PERICLES. 
ANAXAGORAS OF CLAZOMENAE. 

EMPEDOCLES OF AGRIGENTUM. 

PARMENIDES OF ELEA, ZENO OF ELEA, MELISSUS OF SAMOS. 


Heyday of the Sophistic movement, whose adherents in- 
clude PROTAGORAS, GORGIAS, PRODICOS, HIPPIAS, 
THRASYMACHUS, ANTIPHON, CRITIAS. 


HERODOTUS, historian. 
DEMOCRITUS OF ABDERA. 
SOCRATES teaches in Athens. 


ANAXAGORAS is tried for impiety in Athens and is forced to 
flee the country. 
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432-431 
431-416 
430+ 
423+ 


399 
399+? 


390+ 


389—388 


388—387 


370—301 


367-365 


361-360 


360+ff. 
360+? 


350+? 


SOCRATES takes part in the battle of Potidaea. 
ALCIBIADES, Athenian statesman and disciple of SOCRATES. 
THUCYDIDES writes his History of the Peloponnesian War. 


Production of ARISTOPHANES’ play The Clouds, which ridi- 
cules SOCRATES’ teachings. 


SOCRATES is tried for impiety and condemned to death. 


ANTISTHENES, ARISTIPPUS OF CYRENE, and EUCLIDES OF 
MEGARA, disciples of SOCRATES, found their own schools. 


ISOCRATES opens a school in Athens, where he teaches “phi- 
losophy” as overall culture. 


PLATO makes his first trip to southern Italy and to Sicily. 
Meets DIO OF SYRACUSE. 


PLATO founds his school in Athens, in the gymnasium 
called the Academy (Academia). The main members of the 
Academy are EUDOXUS, HERACLIDES, XENOCRATES, 
SPEUSIPPUS, ARISTOTLE, and THEAETETUS. There are also two 
women, AXIOTHEA and LASTHENEIA. 


Chinese philosopher CHUANG-TZU, who portrays LAO-TZU 
as his master. 


EUDOXUS OF CNIDUS replaces PLATO as head of the Academy 
during the latter's second trip to Sicily to visit Dionysius II 
of Syracuse. 


HERACLIDES OF PONTUS replaces Plato as head of the Acad- 
emy during the latter's third trip to Sicily. 


DIOGENES THE CYNIC, disciple of ANTISTHENES. 


AESCHINES OF SPHETTOS, disciple of SOCRATES, teaches in 
Athens and composes dialogues in which SOCRATES is a 
character. 


XENOPHON, disciple of SOCRATES, writes his memoirs 
(Memorabilia) of SOCRATES. 
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349-348 


339-338 


336 
335 


334 


328+ff. 


326-323 


323 


322+ 
321 


320+ 


312 


306 


Death of PLATO. SPEUSIPPUS succeeds him as head of the 
school. 


XENOCRATES is elected scholarch of the Academy, succeed- 
ing SPEUSIPPUS. 


The Hellenistic Period 


Alexander the Great assumes the throne of Macedonia. 


ARISTOTLE founds his own school in Athens. Important 
members of the school include THEOPHRASTUS, 
ARISTOXENUS, DICEARCHUS, CLEARCHUS. According to 
epigraphic documents, CLEARCHUS travels to a Greek city 
which eventually becomes Ai Khanoum in Afghanistan. 


Expedition of Alexander to Persia and to India. 
ANAXARCHUS OF ABDERA (a student of DEMOCRITUS), 
PYRRHO, and ONESICRITUS all take part in this expedition. 


First generation of disciples of DIOGENES THE CYNIC: 
MONIMUS, ONESICRITUS, CRATES, HIPPARCHIA, METROCLES, 
MENIPPUS, and MENEDEMUS. 


The Indian Sage CALANUS meets the Greeks during Alexan- 
der’s stay at Taxila, and commits suicide shortly after Alex- 
ander’s death. 


Death of Alexander in Babylon. During the unsettled years 
that follow, various Hellenistic monarchies form. 


Death of ARISTOTLE, who is succeeded by THEOPHRASTUS. 


The comic poet MENANDER, who may have been influenced 
by EPICURUS. 


Philosophical activity of PYRRHO OF ELIS. His disciples in- 
clude PHILO OF ATHENS and TIMON OF ATHENS. 


Death of XENOCRATES. POLEMON succeeds him as head of 
the Academy. 


EPICURUS founds his school in Athens. His first disciples in- 
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301+ 


300+ 
300+ 
295+ 


287-286 


283—239 


276-241 


268+ 


262+ 


235+ 


230+ 


212 


clude HERODOTUS, PYTHOCLES, HERMARCHUS, METRODORUS, 
POLYAENUS, LEONTEUS OF LAMPSACUS, THEMISTA, LEONTION, 
COLOTES, APOLLONIDES, and IDOMENEUS. 


ZENO OF CITIUM founds the Stoic school at Athens. His first 
disciples include PERSEUS, ARISTON OF CHIOS, and 
CLEANTHES OF ASSOS. 


EUCLID (OF ALEXANDRIA) writes his Elements. 
CRANTOR becomes scholarch of the Academy. 


Ptolemy I founds a center of scientific studies in Alexandria 
called the Museum, with which the Aristotelian DEMETRIUS 
OF PHALERUM is associated. At the end of the third century, 

its teachers include the astronomer ARISTARCHUS OF SAMOS 

and the physician HEROPHILUS. 


STRATO OF LAMPSACUS succeeds THEOPHRASTUS as scholarch 
of the Peripatetic school. 


Antigonos Gonatas, king of Macedonia, shows favor to phi- 
losophers, particularly to Stoics like CLEANTHES. 


ARCESILAUS, scholarch of the Academy, gives the school a 
“critical” orientation. 


LYCON succeeds STRATO OF LAMPSACUS as scholarch of the 
Peripatetic school. 


CLEANTHES becomes head of the Stoic school upon the 
death of ZENO. 


The Stoic SPHAIROS, disciple of ZENO and CLEANTHES, acts 
as counselor to the Spartan king Cleomenes III, and proba- 
bly to his predecessor, Agis IV. He recommends social re- 
forms. 


CHRYSIPPUS becomes head of the Stoic school upon the 
death of CLEANTHES. 


ARCHIMEDES OF SYRACUSE, astronomer, mathematician, and 
engineer, is killed by Roman soldiers at the siege of Syra- 
cuse. 
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165+ CARNEADES is scholarch of the Academy. 

155 The Athenians send an embassy to Rome, to request that 
the city of Athens be exempted from a heavy fine. Its mem- 
bers include three philosophers: the Academic CARNEADES, 
the Aristotelian CRITOLAUS, and the Stoic DIOGENES OF 
BABYLON. 

150+ ANTIPATER (or ANTIPATROS) OF TARSUS is head of the Stoic 
school. 

149-146 Macedonia and Greece submit to Rome. 

144+ The Stoic PANAETIUS is admitted into the circle of the 
Scipios. In 129, he succeeds ANTIPATER as head of the Stoic 
school. 

133+ In Rome, the Stoic BLOSSIUS, a disciple of ANTIPATER, in- ` 
spires the social reforms of Tiberius Gracchus, and perhaps 
also, at Pergamum, the revolt of Aristonicus, who seeks 
freedom for all slaves and the equality of all citizens. 

110+ PHILO OF LARISSA and CHARMADAS teach at the Academy. 

106-43 CICERO, Roman statesman, whose philosophical treatises 
are largely inspired by the Academy of his time 
(CARNEADES, PHILO OF LARISSA, CHARMADAS, ANTIOCHUS OF 
ASCALON). 

99+ QUINTUS MUCIUS SCAEVOLA PONTIFEX and RUTILIUS RUFUS, 
Roman statesmen and Stoics. 

97-55 LUCRETIUS, Epicurean philosopher and poet; author of De 
rerum natura. 

95—46 CATO OF UTICA, Roman statesman and Stoic philosopher. 

86 Athens is taken by the Romans, and Sulla's troops pillage 
the city. 

79+ ANTIOCHUS OF ASCALON opens his own school in Athens 


and opposes the “critical” attitude (the Academy’s stance 
from the time of ARCESILAUS to that of PHILO OF LARISSA). 
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60+ 
50+? 
50+ 


49+ 
44 
43 


27 


Various manifestations of a renewal of Pythagoreanism. 
APOLLOPHANES OF PERGAMUM, Epicurean philosopher. 


PHILODEMUS OF GADARA, Epicurean philosopher and friend 
of Calpurnius Piso (father-in-law of Julius Caesar). Many 
of his writings will be found in the Villa of the Papyri at 
Herculaneum. 


DIODORUS SICULUS, historian. 
Julius Caesar is assassinated. 


Junius Brutus, Roman statesman and assassin of Caesar, at- 
tends classes given in Athens by the Platonist 
THEOMNESTES, who is the last philosopher teaching at Ath- 
ens to be called “Academic”—that is to say, “critical.” The 
educational institutions founded by PLATO, ARISTOTLE, and 
ZENO disappear in the last years of the Roman Republic; 
only the institution founded by EPICURUS survives. New 
schools, which take up the doctrinal heritage of PLATO, 
ARISTOTLE, and ZENO, open in Athens and other cities. 


EUDORUS OF ALEXANDRIA, Platonic philosopher. 


Battle of Actium. Death of Cleopatra, last queen of Egypt. 
End of the Hellenistic period. 


An Epicurean inscription is engraved by DIOGENES OF 
OINOANDA in his native town. (Some scholars date this in- 
scription to the second century A.D.) 


AMYNIAS OF SAMOS, Epicurean philosopher. 


AFTER CHRIST 


The Roman Empire 


Octavian receives imperium and the title of Augustus from 
the Senate; end of the Roman Republic and beginning of 
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29-30 
40+ 


48-65 


60 


93-94 


96 
100+ff. 


120+ 


129-200 


133+ 


140 


the Empire. Flourishing of Latin literature (HORACE, OVID). 
ARIUS DIDYMUS, counselor to Augustus, writes a 
doxographic manual on the “dogmas” of the various philo- 
sophical schools. SEXTIUS, father and son, Roman philoso- 
phers, adopt Stoic and Pythagorean ideas, which also have a 
great influence on the thought of Seneca. 


JESUS OF NAZARETH is crucified in Jerusalem. 


PHILO OF ALEXANDRIA, a Platonist and one of the most im- 
portant authors of Hellenistic Judaism. He will have a 
strong influence on Christian “philosophy.” 


SENECA, Stoic philosopher, tutor and then counselor to the 
emperor Nero. After 62, he devotes himself exclusively to 
philosophical activity. In 65, the emperor forces him to 
commit suicide. 


The Platonist AMMONIUS teaches at Athens. PLUTARCH OF 
CHAERONFA is his auditor. 


The emperor Domitian expels all philosophers from Rome. 
Chased out of Rome, the Stoic EPICTETUS, student of 
MUSONIUS RUFUS, founds a school at Nicopolis, on the 
Greek coast of the Adriatic. 


The emperor Nerva comes to power. 


PLUTARCH OF CHAERONEA, Platonist of the “critical” ten- 
dency, writes Parallel Lives and Moralia. 


Beginning of literary activity by the Christian Apologists, in 
particular JUSTIN, ATHENAGORAS, and THEOPHILUS OF 
ANTIOCH, who present Christianity as a philosophy. 


Life span of GALEN OF PERGAMUM, physician and philoso- 
pher. 


BASILIDES, the first “historically identifiable” Gnostic, 
teaches at Alexandria. 


The Gnostic VALENTINUS teaches at Rome during the reign 
of Antoninus the Pious. 
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140+ FAVORINUS OF ARLES, Platonist of the “critical” tendency. 

146 The Platonist CALVISIUS TAURUS teaches at Athens. His stu- 
dents include AULUS GELLIUS. 

147 CLAUDIUS PTOLEMAEUS (PTOLEMY), astronomer, mathemati- 
cian, and geographer. 

150+ The Platonist APULEIUS OF MADAURA. 

150+? The Platonists NUMENIUS and CRONIUS. 

150+? ALCINOOS, Platonist philosopher and author of 
Didaskalikos, a summary of Platonism. 

150+? The Platonist ALBINUS, author of Introduction to the Dia- 
logues of Plato, teaches at Smyrna. 

155+ MAXIMUS OF TYRE, rhetor and Platonist philosopher. 

160+ The satirist LUCIAN, influenced by Cynicism. 

161-180 Reign of the emperor MARCUS AURELIUS, a Stoic highly 
influenced by EPICTETUS. 

176 In Athens, MARCUS AURELIUS founds chairs of philosophy 


(financed by Imperial funds) for the four principal sects: 
Platonist, Aristotelian, Stoic, and Epicurean. 


176+ ATTICUS occupies the chair in Platonism founded by 
MARCUS AURELIUS and teaches in Athens. 

177+ AULUS GELLIUS composes his Attic Nights. 

177+ CELSUS, Platonist philosopher and anti-Christian 
polemicist. 

180ff. Alexandria and Caesarea in Palestine become centers for 


the teaching of Christian “philosophy.” Proponents include 
PANTAENUS, CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA, ORIGEN, GREGORY 
THE WONDER-WORKER, EUSEBIUS OF CAESAREA. 


190+ SEXTUS EMPIRICUS, physician and Skeptic philosopher, 
spreads the teachings of such earlier Skeptics as 
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198+ 


200+ 


244—270 


300 


312-313 


313+ 


361-363 


360+ff. 


AENESIDEMUS (mid-first century B.c.?) and AGRIPPA (hard 
to date). 


ALEXANDER OF APHRODISIAS teaches Aristotelian philosophy, 
possibly in Athens, and publishes numerous commentaries 
on ARISTOTLE's works. 


DIOGENES LAERTIUS writes his Lives, Doctrines, and Sayings 
of the Illustrious Philosophers. 


PLOTINUS, a student of AMMONIUS SACCAS, founds a Pla- 
tonic (i.e., Neoplatonic) school at Rome. His disciples in- 
clude PORPHYRY, AMELIUS, CASTRICIUS, and ROGATIANUS. 
Some of his writings contain discussions with Gnostics. 


Beginning of Christian monasticism. ANTHONY retires into 
the desert. ATHANASIUS OF ALEXANDRIA will write a biogra- 
phy of ANTHONY in 356. 


The Christian Empire 


The emperor Constantine converts to Christianity. He 
promulgates the Edict of Milan, which ensures the practices 
of the Christian cult. 


IAMBLICHUS founds a Platonic (i.e., Neoplatonic) school in 
Syria, probably in Apamea. He strongly influences later 
Neoplatonism through the importance he attributes to the 
Pythagorean tradition and to theurgic practices. He writes 
numerous commentaries on PLATO and ARISTOTLE. His dis- 
ciples include AIDESIOS OF CAPPADOCIA and THEODORUS OF 
ASINE. 


The reign of the EMPEROR JULIAN, Neoplatonist philosopher 
and student of MAXIMUS OF EPHESUS, who belongs to the 
Iamblichean tradition. Beginning of a Neoplatonically in- 
spired reaction against Christianity. 


Flourishing of “learned monasticism.” Adherents include 
BASIL OF CAESAREA, GREGORY NAZIANZEN, GREGORY OF 
NYSSA, EVAGRIUS OF PONTUS. 
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375+ff. 


386—430 
400ff. 


529 


529+ 


540+ 


PLUTARCH OF ATHENS. Birth of the Platonic (i.e., Neopla- 
tonic) school of Athens. 


The literary career of AUGUSTINE. 


Flourishing of Neoplatonic thought in Athens and Alexan- 
dria (private schools); teachers include SYRIANUS, PROCLUS, 
DAMASCIUS, HIEROCLES, HERMIAS, AMMONIUS, SIMPLICIUS, 
OLYMPIODORUS. In the fifth and sixth centuries, there are no 
important doctrinal differences between the Neoplatonists 
teaching in Athens and those who, like HIEROCLES, 
HERMIAS, AMMONIUS, and OLYMPIODORUS, teach in Alexan- 
dria. Numerous commentaries on PLATO and ARISTOTLE are 
written by SYRIANUS, PROCLUS, HERMIAS, AMMONIUS, 
OLYMPIODORUS, PHILOPONUS, SIMPLICIUS, and others. Neo- 
platonism is a center of resistance to Christianity. 


The emperor Justinian bars pagans from teaching. The 
Neoplatonist philosophers DAMASCIUS, SIMPLICIUS, and 
PRISCIAN leave Athens to take refuge in Persia. After a 
peace treaty is concluded between Chosroes and Justinian, 
they establish themselves in Carrhae (Byzantine territory, 
but under Persian influence), where they continue their 
teaching. 


The Neoplatonist JOHN PHILOPONUS converts to Christian- 
ity, probably because of the measures taken by Justinian to 
bar pagans from teaching. 


DOROTHEUS OF GAZA, monastic writer. 


Index 


Abaris, 184, 185 

Abensour, Miguel, 260 

Academy, Platonic, 56-57, 59, 73, 77-78, 
98, 99, 100, 115, 139ff., 147, 225; concep- 
tion of knowledge in, 65; foundation of, 
58; freedom of thought within, 64; New, 
209; Old, 148; organization of, 46, 60; 
probabilistic, 141; women in, 61, 72 

Achilles, 30 

Action(s): moral, 194; political, 213; purity 
of, 218; upon others, 219 

Actium, 92 

Aenesidemus, 144 

Aeschines of Sphettos, 30 

Agathon, 26, 40—43 

Agis, 94 

Agrippa, 144 

Aidesius, 216 

AiKhanoum, 21 

Alcibiades, 30—32, 37, 40—44, 47, 48, 150 

Alcinoos, 151 

Alcuin, 257 

Alexander of Aphrodisias, 104, 147, 162 

Alexander the Great, 91, 96, 97, 111 

Alexandria, 91, 93, 95, 148 

Amelius, 238—239 

Anaxagoras 12, 93, 100, 272 


Anaxarchus, 96-97, 111 

Anaximander, 9 

Anaximenes, 9 

Anguish, existential, 233 

Antigonus Gonatas, 100 

Antioch, 91 

Antiochus of Ascalon, 147 

Antipater of Tarsus, 215 

Antiphon, 13, 187-188 

Antisthenes, 23, 57, 108 

Antony, Saint, 242-243 

Apatheia (absence of passions). See Impas- 
sivity 

Aphrodite, 42-43 

Apollo, 21, 25 

Apologists, 239ff. 

Apophthegmata, 244 

Apuleius, 151 

Arcesilaus, 105, 139—142, 209 

Archimedes of Syracuse, 93 

Argument, 104, 106, 110, 113, 140, 144, 
149; art of, 17; dialectical vs. rhetorical, 
105 

Aristarchus of Samos, 93, 139 

Aristeas of Proconnesus, 184-185 

Aristippus, 23, 57, 221 

Aristodemus, 40 
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Ariston of Chios, 101, 138 

Aristophanes, 40—41; Clouds, 43 

Aristotle/Aristotelianism, xiv, 1, 9, 21, 57, 
59, 61, 64, 77ff., 92, 93, 95, 102, 139ff., 
146, 147, 150, 153, 155, 158, 162, 163, 
164, 165, 173, 174, 194, 205, 209, 254, 
255, 256, 257, 263, 264, 274; and Platon- 
ism, 147, 158, 169, 256; and the Sophists, 
13; aim of his classes, 87; approach to 
problems, 88; as pure theoretician, 262; 
as research administrator, 82; auditors, 
categories of, 89; commentators on, 
Greek and Arabic, 87, 150, 155, 258, 262; 
deity as force of attraction, 228; dis- 
course of, 4; explanation of his treatises, 
148; First Mover, 84, 226, 228; his will, 
99; influence on legislators, 212; intu- 
ition of simple substances, 172; life ac- 
cording to the mind, 175, 221; love of 
good as primordial instinct, 103; mysti- 
cism in, 162-163; on the sage, 221, 226— 
227; ontology, 256; philosophy of na- 
ture, 222; philosophy reserved for an 
elite, 108; Plato on, 213; privileges study 
of science, 108; school of, 77, 82, 87; on 
Socrates, 25, 62; translations of, from 
Greek and Arabic, 257, 262; treatises as 
lecture notes, 63; 87—88, 274. works: 
Ethics, 218; Metaphysics, 240; 
Nicomachean Ethics, 262; Politics, xiv; 
Rhetoric, 218 

Aristoxenus, 78 

Arius Didymus, 151 

Arrian, 155, 215 

Ascent, spiritual, 163-166 

Asceticism, 159, 242, 246, 248, 252 

Asia, 91, 146, 185 

Asia Minor, 12, 15, 91 

Assent: discipline of, 265; ethical dimen- 
sion of, 71; free and independent, 132; 
suspension of (epokhe), 144 

Astronomy, 13, 93, 178 

Athanasius of Alexandria, 241—242, 385 

Athena, 18, 152, 187 

Athens, 12, 13, 15, 16, 50, 57, 60, 72, 95, 98, 


100, 101, 103, 146, 147, 148, 149, 150; 
laws of, 35, 37; origin of, 10 

Atom(s), 97, 118—120, 129—130, 176, 206, 
207, 208, 226 

Attention (prosokhé), 138, 159, 165, 192— 
193, 201, 202, 242—244; to the self, 28, 
241, 244, 249, 252 

Aubry of Reims, 262 

Augustine of Hippo, 250-252, 257 

Augustus, 92, 200 

Aulus Gellius, 155 

"Authorities," 148 

Awareness. See Self-awareness 

Axiothea, 61, 72 


Babut, Daniel, 41 

Babylonia, 92 

Bactriana, 21, 92 

Basil of Caesarea, 241, 243, 249 

Beauty / the beautiful, 75, 121, 162, 251, 
267; Form of, 69—70; natural vs. artistic, 
84; of nature, 85; of ourselves, 243; of 
the human figure, 122; transcendent, 
69—70; vision of, 40, 48 

Being: as atemporal, 197, 198; callto, 29; 
supreme, 121 

Bergson, Henri, 270 

Bias of Priene, 20 

Bible, xiii, 411; Deuteronomy, 248—249; Ec- 
clesiastes, 240; First Corinthians, 249; 
Genesis, 10, 255; Gospel of John, 237—238; 
New Testament, 22, 242, 251; Old and 
New Testament, 239, 240; Proverbs, 239, 
249; Second Corinthians, 249; Song of 
Songs, 240, 241 

Blossius, 95 

Bodéüs, Richard, 78, 87, 90 

Body (soma): appeased and free from suf- 
fering, 116; as organic whole, 129; as 
source of trouble and worries, 67; astral, 
170; flight from, 252; inhabits the city, 
203; made up of atoms, 119, 129; sepa- 
ration from the soul, 246; solidity and 
resistance of, 120; to be despised, 246 

Boethius, 257 
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Boethius of Dacia, 262 

Bolton, James, 185 

Bouveresse, Jacques, 232, 261 

Bouyer, Louis, 242 

Brasidas, 30 

Breath: in Stoicism, 130; control of, 180— 
181, 184 

Bréhier, Emile, 232 

Brisson, Luc, 65 

Buddhism, 232, 242, 278 

Bugault, Guy, 278 

Butor, Michel, 264 


Caesar, Julius, 173 

Calanus, 96 

Canonics, 120-121 

Capital points (kephalaia), 244 

Care, 33—34, 66; for one’s self, 28, 31, 32, 
36—38, 111; for others, 37-38, 111, 135, 
159—160, 179,280; for the body, 247; for 
the city, 37-38; for virtue, 38. See also 
Worry 

Carneades, 141—142, 209 

Castricius, 157 

Cato of Utica, 173, 224 

Causality, 130, 133 

Celsus, 153 

Chaerephon, 24 

Chaldaean Oracles, 152, 169, 170 

Change. See Transformation 

Charmadas, 149 

Chenu, Maria-Dominique, 151, 257 

Chilon of Sparta, 20 

China, 91, 278 

Choice of life, 34, 70, 193, 278; Aristotelian, 
178; Cynic, 176; Epicurean, 115, 119, 
126, 127, 226; existential, 3, 102, 103, 
118, 129, 132, 149, 173, 175, 220, 273; 
freedom of, 130-131; fundamental, 122; 
initial, 3, 107; moral, absolute value of, 
33, 35; of pleasure and individual inter- 
est, 126; philosophical, 79, 103, 272-273; 
probable, 134; reasonable, 213, Socratic, 
126-127, 140; Stoic, 127-128, 211; vital, 
107 


Christian(s)/Christianity, 171, 177, 237— 
239; and philosophy, 253, 254, 272; and 
Platonism, 251—252; as doctrine and life, 
259; as philosophy, 237—240, 253, 271; as 
style of life and mode of being, 240, 248; 
as way and choice of life, 253; primitive, 
23; true, 266 

Chrysippus, 95, 101, 126, 131, 135, 148, 
150, 151, 153, 211 

Chuang-Tzu, 112, 279 

Cicero, 25—26, 96, 103, 105, 125, 141-142, . 
186, 209; Dream of Scipio, 206ff., On 
Duties, 215 

City / city-state, 12,14, 35-38, 58, 60, 62, 
69, 79, 82, 89, 92, 93, 94, 109, 212, 214; 
and philosophers, xiii, 78, 147, 211-212; 
corruption of, 94; hopes for changing, 
90; organization of, 56, 78; origin of, 10; 
participation in the affairs of, 223; 
perfect, 59—60; training for life in, 

103 

Claros, 152 

Cleanthes, 57, 101, 131, 179 

Clearchus, 21 

Clement of Alexandria, 239, 241, 246, 250, 
255,256 

Cleobulus of Lindos, 20 

Cleomenes of Sparta, 94 

Cleopatra, 92 

Comedy, 101, 110 

Commentary/commentators, 104, 151; as 
formative, 153; as spiritual exercise, 244, 
155; Christian, 240; literary genre of, 
149; on Aristotle, 262; on Plato and Ar- 
istotle, 170; teaching philosophy as, 149— 
150 

Community / life in common, between 
masters and disciples, 56, 58, 59, 78, 156, 
247; Epicurean, 125; of philosophers, 58, 
276; of sages, 229; origins of, 152; phi- 
losophy impossible outside of, 3, 56; Py- 
thagorean, 58, 150, 157, 187, 200, 247— 
248; service of, 135, 193, 218 

Concentration: on oneself, 194; spiritual, 
182 
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Confession, 124; among Epicureans, 199, 
214-215, 218, 247 

Conscience, 37; among Epicureans, 199; 
direction of, 123, 156, 179, 215-216, 219; 
examination of, 124, 186, 198-202, 243- 
244, 247; inner court of, 201; in Origen, 
241; moral, 34 

Consciousness, 114; moral, 138; cosmic 
and rational, 138 

Contemplation (theoria), 6, 80, 86, 250, 
252; and happiness, 158; life of 262; of 
God or the gods, 121-122, 154, 170; of 
nature, 203; of the Intellect, 80, 162; of 
the world, 230ff ; of time and being, 20, 
68, 203, 206; pleasures of, 83, 124 

Convention(s) (nomoi), 13, 111, 136, 207; 
denounced by Cynics, 102, 108, 110; 
freedom from, 96; human, 97; value- 
judgments based on, 112; vs. nature, 13, 
176 

Conversion, 65, 98, 217-218, 219, 243, 
247, 250; of interest and attention, 
222; of one's being, 3; to philosophy, 72, 
198 

Copernicus, 203-204 

Cosmogonies, mythical, 10-11 

Cosmos. See Universe 

Crantor, 149-150 ` 

Crassus, 149 

Crates, 109 

Crito, 68 

Croesus, 15-16 

Crotona, 9 

Cylinder, analogy of, 131 

Cynics/Cynicism, 23, 96, 101—102, 109ff., 
111, 113, 146, 173, 174, 212, 214, 232, 
247, 278; and choice of life, 109, 247; as 
popular and missionary, 108, 212; on in- 
dependence, 221; on philosophical dis- 
course, 109, 173; their philosophical 
concepts, 110 

Cyrenaics, 23 


Damascius, 168, 170 
Death, 35, 94, 104, 112, 137, 243; as appar- 


ent evil, 132; as indifferent, 133; as noth- 
ing for us, 118, 120, 122, 197, 198; as 
separation of soul from body, 67; as up- 
rooting the passions, 247; contempt for, 
206; exercise of, 67, 193, 198, 207, 246— 
248; fear of, 33, 68, 117—121, 123, 197, 
206, 209, 213, 223; imminence of, 275; 
meditation on, 125, 136-137, 190, 197, 
243; not to be feared, 20, 68; of Christ, 
remembrance of, 248; training for, 246, 
248; viewpoint of, 196, 207 

Decadence, 92-93 

Deity, supreme: and goodness, 228; Aris- 
totle on, 80—81; as above the Intellect, 
160; assimilation to, 66, 227; manifests 
himself to the soul, 171; union with, 160 

Delphi, 21, 242; oracle of, 24-25 

Demetrius of Phalerum, 93 

Demiurge, 11, 151, 227 

Democracy, 12, 13, 16, 17, 92, 93, 148 

Democritus, 21, 96, 97, 119, 187 

Descartes, 263—265, 270, 272; Discourse on 
Method, 265; Letters to Princess Elisabeth, 
265; Meditations, 264—265 

Desire(s), 45—48, 65, 70, 75—76, 211, 214, 
216; ascetics of, 115, 117, 123, 130, 
calmed by meditation, 67; caused by 
love, 217; discipline of, 123, 195; elimi- 
nation of, 244; empty, 117; engenders 
thought, xiii, 273; limitation of, 118, 
194, 197, 223; mastery of, 119; necessary 
vs. unnecessary, 117, 195; to be and live 
in a certain way, 3; tripartite division of, 
117; vain, 195, 196 

Detachment (aprospatheia), 207, 244, 247 

Determinism, 120 

Diadochs, 148 

Dialectics, 74, 153, 257; Aristotelian, 258; 
dialectical argumentation, 104; Platonic, 
as spiritual exercise, 62 

Dialogue(s), 76, 104, 111; as exercise of 
death, 68; as spiritual exercise, 6; be- 
tween master and disciple, 151, 155; 
conditions of, 74; corrective and forma- 
tive, 124; demands of, 178; doctrinal 
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content of, 74; ethics of, 63—64, 69, 74, 
224; genuine, 71; inner, 113; philosophi- 
cal, 71ff.; Platonic, 71-74, 88, 177-178; 
presupposes love of the good, 65; 
Pyrrhonic, 111; “Socratic,” 72; spoken 
and living, 75, 104; teaching as, 87; 
thought as, 64; true, 63—64; with oneself, 
175, 179; written, role of, 73 

Diano, Carlo, 114, 116, 120, 198 

Diaphragm (prapides), 180-181 

Dicearchus, 59, 78 

Didymus, 152 

Diodorus Siculus, 186 

Diogenes Laertius, 244 

Diogenes of Babylon, 215 

Diogenes of Oenoanda, 114 

Diogenes the Cynic, 101, 108-110, 181, 
263, 267; as “Socrates gone mad,” 110; as 
“second Socrates," 110-111 

Dionysius of Syracuse, 213 

Dio of Syracuse, 66 

Diotima, 41—46, 48, 55, 70 

Disciple(s). See Student(s) 

Discourse (logos), 38, 56, 152-153, 237— 
239; about language, 2; and way of life, 
4; as creative Word, 238; as discursive 
thought, 4; as revelation and manifesta- 
tion of God, 240; as transcendent, 64; 
authority of, 63; Christian, vs. logos of 
the philosophers, 241; determined by 
auditors' questions, 106; determined by 
choice of life, 5; implies demands of ra- 
tionality and universality, 63; inner, 67, 
113, 131, 132, 135; life according to, 
239-240; limits of, 88; mastery of, 62; 
meditative, 179; of philosophers, 4, 142; 
political, 62; practical aspect of, 4; 
psychagogic value of, 19; rational, 128; 
demands of, 32, 63; rectitude and ratio- 
nality of, 74; written, 71—72 

Discourse, philosophical, 2, 17, 70, 141, 
142, 152,164, 166, 172, 254, 272; acts 
like a purgative, 148; ambiguity of, 173— 
174; and existential choice, 168, 176; and 
ideal of the sage, 224; and philosophical 


life, 174—175, 240; and transmission of 
knowledge, 88; and way of life, 4, 5, 55, 
76,170, 178, 252, 254, 272, 279; Aristote- 
lian, 87, 258; as critical, 140; as dialogue, 
175; as explaining texts, 239; as spiritual 
exercise, 176; changes into scholastics, 
151; Christian, and Christian way of life, 
240; collides with received ideas on the 
gods, 272; empty, 174; Epicurean, 106, 
122, 123; explained by existential choice, 
272; Greek philosophy reduced to, 256; 
incapable of expressing what is essential, 
76; justifies choice of life, 175; justifies 
spiritual exercises after the fact, 275; 
limits of, 88, 163—166; Neoplatonic, 169, 
256; of Socrates, 30; Platonic, 75; 
Plotinian, 163; reunited with way of life, 
268; Skeptic, 142-145; spoken vs. writ- 
ten, 71; Stoic, 128; temptation of, 279— 
280; theoretical, 1, 4, 138, 176; therapeu- 
tic value of, 176; transcended, 4, 162; 
true, 239; written, 57 

Disposition (habitus), 89, 274 

Divination, 152 

Divine, the, 82, 228 

Dodds, E. R., 182, 184-185 

Dogmas, 149; and original option, 107; 
eliminate fears, 118; established by argu- 
ments, 188; fundamental, 106, 177; 
meditation on, 122; systematization of, 
123 

Domański, Juliusz, 254, 262 

Dorotheus of Gaza, 242-245, 252 

Dreams, 66—67; examination of, 199; inter- 
pretation of, 188 

Droit, Roger-Pol, 278 

Düring, Ingemar, 81 

Duty, 35, 37, 127; in Stoicism, 133-134, 
270 


Ecstasy, 182, 183 

Education/instruction/culture (paideia), 
11—13, 17, 89, 100; Christian, 240; Epi- 
curean, 106; moral, 21, 212; philosophi- 
cal, 58, 106, 147; scientific, 50; Socratic, 
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Education/instruction/culture (continued) 
60; through contact and love, 60, 70; vs. 
nature, 110 

Egotism, 279 

Egypt/Egyptians, 91, 92, 152, 241 

Eleusis, 70, 162. See also Mysteries 

Eliade, Mircea, 182, 184 

Emerson, Ralph Waldo, 157, 179-180, 186, 
270 

Empedocles, 9, 71, 157, 180—181, 185 

Empire, Roman, 92-93 

Epictetus,xiv, 96, 126, 131, 132, 150, 153, 
155, 174, 179, 200, 201, 202, 215, 219, 
244—245, 263; Manual, 155, 245 

Epicureans/Epicureanism, xiii, 19, 23, 94, 
107, 140, 141, 145, 146, 147, 174, 176, 
196, 197, 206, 212, 220, 247, 254, 262, 
263, 272, 277; addressed to everyone, 
108; and choice of pure pleasure, 175; 
and simple, retiring life, 108, 123; and 
spiritual guidance, 214; and women, 
125; as popular and missionary, 107, 
114, 177, 212; criticized by Arcesilaus 
140; disappearance of, 253; experience 
of the flesh, 114, 126; fourfold remedy, 
123, 177; friendship in, 123, 125; ideal of 
life, 121; meditation on death, 197; on 
atoms and the void, 207; on desire, 116; 
on expansion of the self, 203; on false 
pleasures, 102; on search for pleasure, 
103; on science, 118; on the gods, 121— 
122, 226, 228, 271; on the past, 195; on 
the sage, 225; on worries caused by fear 
of death, 223; serenity, 270; similarities 
with Stoicism, 194; 
use of deductive, systematic approach, 
106 

Epicurus, xiii, 57, 99, 114, 150, 153, 188, 
195, 198, 208, 209, 210, 244, 267, 271, 
278; as sage, 224; death of, 125; his per- 
sonality, 124; his school the Garden, 98— 
100, 113; his will, 99; on cosmic perspec- 
tive, 276; on deity as a force of attrac- 
tion, 228; on philosophical conversa- 


tions, 195; on prayer, 271; on self-aware- 
ness, 194. Works: Letter to Herodotus, 
106; Letter to Menoecus, 120; Letter to 
Pythocles, 118 

Epimenides, 184 

Epoptics, 153, 154, 240 

Er, story of 65 

Erasmus, 263, 272 

Eristics, 63 

Error(s), 120, 251; and freedom, 131, 132; 
as assent to inner discourse caused by 
passion, 132, 135; knowledge of, 198 

Eryximachus, 41 

Eternity, 119, 175, 196, 197, 198, 204, 210, 
228; becoming eternal, 276; eternal re- 
turn of the same (in Stoicism), 204; of 
God, 251 

Ethics, 85,89, 176, 250, 273; and the hu- 
man community, 139; as virtue, 172; 
classical or “bourgeois,” 228; in 
Aristotelianism, 139; in Epicureanism, 
81; in Stoicism, 128; individual, 90; 93; 
physics indispensable for, 128; practiced, 
137; purifier of the soul, 154, 240; theo- 
retical and descriptive, 262; theoretical 
discourse on, 115; theoretical philoso- 
phy as, 81 

Euclid: Elements, 62 

Euclides of Megara, 23, 57 

Eudamidas, 225 

Eudoxus of Cnidos, 61, 64 

Euphorbus, 186 

Euripides, 15 

Evagrius of Pontus, 241, 245, 246, 249-250 

Evil, 126, 127, 132, 137, 145; and the fu- 
ture, 137; apparent, 35; death as, 132; in 
value judgments, 102 

Excellence. See Virtue 

Exegesis. See Commentary ' 

Exercises, philosophical (askésis), 170, 188, 
242; among Pythagoreans, 157; and self- 
knowledge, 164; and strength of soul, 
109; Cynic, 110, 190; Epicurean, 190; 
implya split, 201; inner, 163; of desire, 
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130, 194; Platonic, 190; Pyrrhonian, 
189—190; replaced by evidence, 262; 
Stoic, 190, 264 

Exercise(s), spiritual (meleté, askesis), 189, 
217, 242, 264—265, 276; as essence of 
philosophy, 207; Christian, 241—242; 
Cynic, 190; dialectical, 103, 104; Epicu- 
rean, 190, 194; in monasticism, 243, 253; 
in Oldand New Testaments, 248; lived, 
220; of attention and vigilance, 193, 242, 
249; of becoming aware of one'sbeing 
within the All, 205; of changing one's 
point of view, 68; of commentary, 154— 
155; of concentrating the soul, 181; of 
concentration on the present, 192, 193, 
276, 279; of contemplating the figure of 
thesage, 230; of contemplating the 
world, 230; of death, 67, 249; of detach- 
ment, 205; of discovering the pure “I,” 
190; of elevating oneself to cosmic con- 
sciousness, 136; of expansion of the "I" 
202, 323; of focusing on reality as it re- 
ally is, 136; of foreseeing death, 137-138; 
of keeping arguments, sayings, and prin- 
ciples of action “at hand,” 188, 244; of 
maintaining one's calm in misfortune, 
67; of meditation, 202, 244; of memory, 
180, 244; of physical definition, 136, 138; 
of physics, 207; of pre-exercise of evils, 
137-138; of recognizing oneself as part 
of the Whole, 136; of relaxation, 124; of 


representing things in a new way, 188; of: 


seeing things in state of metamorphosis, 
136; of seeking and wishing only for the 
good, 188; of self-awareness, 193; of sep- 
arating the soul from sensory knowl- 
edge, 265; of the philosophical way of 
life, 175; of the soul and body, 189; of 
the view from above, 136, 206—207, 209, 
279; of thought and imagination, 204; 
of thought and will, 145; of wisdom, 
146, 223; of writing, 177; Platonic, 177, 
190, 265; prehistory of, 180; Pyrrhonian, 
190; Pythagorean, 157; rhetorical, 103; 


scholastic, of lectio et disputatio, 258; 
Stoic, 88ff., 190, 215; themes of, 225. See 
also Dialogue(s) 

Existence, 117; absolute value of, 193, 197; 
as chance, 126; as tragic, 127; feeling of, 
116, 197; gratitude for, 126; pleasure of, 
116, 121, 126, 194, 197—198; splendor of, 
196, 276; wonder of, 126 

Existentialism, 261, 272 

Experience: Cynic, 174; Epicurean, 173; ex- 
istential roots of, 232; gives content to 
philosophical discourse, 168; gives an- 
cient models their value, 277; human, 
267; ineffable, 162, 167; inner, 164; 174; 
moraland existential, 65; mystical, 160, 
162, 163, 165,168, 232, 252; 
nondiscursive, 167; of love, 174; of pure 
pleasure, 174; of the “flesh,” 114; 
Plotinian, 174; reflection on, 280; spiri- 
tual, 278; Stoic, 127, 174; unitive, 160, 
164; verification by, 121 

Experimentation, 209; spiritual, 277— 

278 

Explanation(s): materialist, 226; multiple, 
118—119, 208; principles of, 208; ratio- 
nal, 10 


Faculties, 257—258, 262 

Fate(s), 127, 131—134, 193, 202, 210; as net- 
work of causes and effects, 131—132, 
191; consent to, 133, 134, 193, 211, 223; 
everything determined by, 130 

Favorinus, 142 


- Fear, 116, 118, 195, 208—209, 241; of the 


gods, 119-121, 123, 226 

Fecundity, 55-56, 70 

Fire: in Stoicism, 129-130 

Flesh: in Epicureanism, 114, 126; vs.the 
spirit, 251 

Forms. See Ideas 

Foucault, Michel, 263 

Fourfold remedy. See Epicureans 

Freedom, 127; and error, 131; from worry, 
143; human, 119, 129—130; inner, 111, 
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Freedom (continued) 
113, 223; loss of, 92-93; of Academics, 
142; of speech (parrhésia), 109, 149, 214, 
216, 223; ofthe will, 120; political, 92; 
sage as nucleus of, 223; Stoics on, 130 
Friedmann, Georges, 276, 280—281 
Friend of opinion (philodoxos), 267 
Friendship, 202; Epicurean, 124-125, 179 
Frischer, Bernard, 228 
Fruitfulness. See Fecundity 
Future, 195, 197; and worries, 275 


Galen, 200, 201 

Gentleness, 219, 255 

Geometry, 13, 61, 71, 73, 255 

Gernet, Jacques, 278 

Gernet, Louis, 180 

Gilson, Étienne, 259, 272 

Glaucus, 191 

Gnostics, 168 

God(s), xiii, 10, 86, 117, 168, 209, 211, 231, 
237, 243, 251; and the Trinity, 250, 256; 
and wisdom, 44; as transcendent and 
unknowable, 271; contemplation of, 
124; fear of, 119—121, 123; first vs. sec- 
ond, 256; in Epicureanism, 118-119, 
121, 271; Kingdom of, 237, 249-250, 
252; of official religion, 272; resem- 
blance to, 239; Son of, 238; union with, 
252; vision of, 246; Word of, 238, 256. 
See also Deity, supreme; Divine, the 

Goethe, J. W. von, 277, 279 

Goldschmidt, Victor, 73, 129 

Good,the, 75, 143, 162, 227, 228; absolute 
value of, 178; as point from which things 
emanate, 168; choice of, 74, 176-177; 
definition of, 64; demands of, 127; desire 
for, 34, 141, 188, 262; desire or will to 
do, xiii, 35, 127, 263; love of, 34, 59, 65, 
103, 115; moral, 33, 36, 127, 222; nature 
of, 143; norm of, 73; of soul and body, 
116; practical interest for, 270; progress 
toward, 163; teaching about, 167; true, 
34; vision of, 162 

Gorgias, 12, 13, 17 


Gospels. See New Testament 

Grace, 171, 196, 298 

Gratitude, 125, 196 

Gregory Nazianzen, 241, 243, 245-246 

Gregory of Nyssa, 241 

Groethuysen, Bernhard, 229 

Guidance, spiritual, 188, 200, 212-213, 
215, 217,265. See also Conscience, direc- 
tion of 

Guilt, 124, 218, 248 

Gymnasium, 99, 189 

Gymnosophists, 96 


Habitus (disposition) / aptitude / habit, 89, 
176,177, 219-220 

Hadot, Ilsetraut, 106, 212, 213 

Hamayon, Roberte, 183-184 

Happiness, 16, 18, 41, 81, 94, 114, 117, 121, 
129, 158, 162, 194, 202, 204, 221, 226, 
228, 245; and seeking vs. knowing, 86; 
and virtue, 90; as contemplation, 226; as 
life according to the intelligence, 262; as 
life devoted to examination, 140; as 
moral good, 127; as pleasure and indi- 
vidual interest, 126—127; as quest, 140; 
highest form of, 56, 79; impeded by fear, 
117; inferior degree of, 80; of the gods, 
121; of theoria, 86; of the sage, 221; of 
universal Reason, 228; philosophical, 
78—80; political, 78; supreme, 209 

Harmony/harmonization, 66, 166, 169, 
216 

Heaven, Kingdom of, 249-250 

Hegel, G. W. F, 37, 260, 261 

Helen of Troy, 17 

Heraclides of Pontus, 61, 185 

Heraclitus, 15, 21, 26, 83, 85, 222, 238-239; 
andfire, 129-130; as Christian, 241 

Herculaneum, 95 

Hermarchus, 57 

Hermeticism, 169 

Hermotimus of Clazomenae, 184 

Herodotus, 15-16, 20 

Herophilus, 93 

Hesiod, 18-19, 152, 217 
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Hestia, 85 

Hierocles, 186, 201 
Hipparchia, 109 

Hippias, 31 

Hoffmann, Ernst, 126 
Hölderlin, 40-41 

Homer, 16, 18, 217 

Homeric Hymn to Hermes, 18 
Homosexuality, 125 

Horace, xiii, 96, 179, 196, 197, 223 
Hulin, Michel, 230, 278, 278 
Humility, 153, 155, 248 


“I; the, 264; and its desires, 190; concen- 
trates upon itself, 190; consciousness of, 
196; ensures inner freedom, 223; expan- 
sion of, 204; in Descartes’ Meditations, 
264; in the perspective of the All, 202; in 
the present, 191; identifies itself with the 
logos, 68 

Iamblichus, 148, 156, 168, 170, 171, 

200 

Icarus, 216 

Ideas, 11, 74-75, 76, 165, 176, 227, 250; as 
inexpressible, 75—76; as moral values, 75; 
as transcendent norms, 69; in dialogue, 
75; theory of, 64 

Identity, personal, 167 

Idomeneus, 99, 125 

Impassivity (apatheia), 110, 114, 201, 242, 
244, 247, 250, 252 

Incarnation, 251, 256 

Independence (autarkeia), 109, 127, 190, 
221, 228 

India, 96—97, 111, 152, 278 

Indifference, 96, 111—113, 279; and relative 
value, 134; as path to wisdom, 278; as 
what is morally neither good nor bad, 
132; external things as, 221-222; for 
Pyrrho, 112-113; 221-222; to indifferent 
things, 222; Stoic vs. Skeptic, 133 

Individual/individuality, 30—32, 75, 124, 
166, 194, 233, 281; affirmation of, 279; 
ancient philosophy addressed to, 260; 
and action in perspective of the univer- 


sal, 269; as subject of pleasure and pain, 
114; world of, 268 

Indonesia, 181-182 

Indus, 91, 92 

Infinity, 122, 204—205; of the universe, 124; 
of time and space, 19, 119, 203, 230; of 
worlds, 119, 122, 203; plunging into, 
203 

Inscriptions, 92, 94 

Intellect/intelligence, 67, 120, 154, 158, 
160, 163, 262; activity of, 86; as divine, 
227; as highest part of man, 78, 158; as 
highest part of the soul, 66, 165; as the 
self, 79, 85—86, 159; assimilation to, 262; 
as wave, 166; beatitude of, 86; becoming 
Intellect, 165—166, birth of, 168; con- 
tains Forms or Ideas, 262; contempla- 
tion of, 79; divine, 79—81, 88, 163, 227; 
first, 88; highest form of, as self-mastery 
and justice, 56; human, 86; life in accor- 
dance with, 79, 159, 160, 176; theory of, 
in Aristotle, 87; thinking Intellect vs. In- 
tellect being born, 168; transcendent, 
164 

Intention, 218, 233; absolute value of, 193— 
194; moral, 33, 34, 37, 133, 134, 137, 176, 
219, 222; of doing good, 134, 219; of the 
philosopher, 274; purity of, 36, 188, 193, 
223; rectification of, 138, 193 

Interest(s), 81, 115, 269; disinterested, 85; 
individual, 269; renunciation of, 36; 
269—270; universally human, 267—268 

Interiority, 34, 93, 166 

Interworld(s), 226 

Intuition, 88, 179 

Investigation (historia), 10, 16 

Irony, 47,50,57, 208, 219 

Isocrates, 17, 50ff., 57 

Italy, Southern, 9, 12, 58, 186—187 


James, William, 270 

Jaspers, Karl, 277 

Jesus Christ, 46, 237, 239, 241, 242, 248, 
249—250, 256, 263 

John the Baptist, 263 
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John the Evangelist, 239 

Joly, Henri, 182-184 

Joy, 161—162, 187, 188, 194, 196, 204, 225, 
226, 233 

Judaism, 152, 237, 250 

Judgment, 131, 132, 265; arguments justi- 
fying, 144; correction of, 190; suspen- 
sion of, 101, 140-141, 143—145, 223 

Junius Rusticus, 213, 215-216 

Justice, 31, 35, 56,58,75,94, 227, 267 

Justin, 241 


Kant, Immanuel, xiii, 1, 36,49, 85, 201, 
231, 258, 265-270, 272, 273, 277, 280 

Kierkegaard, Seren, 30, 47, 266, 270 

Know-how, 18, 21, 29, 44, 51, 274 

Knowledge, 18, 26, 81; and choosing the 
good, 65; application of, xiii; aristocrats 
of, 26; Aristotelian theory of, 158, 220, 
258; as affectivity, 70; as remembrance, 
27; as transformation of our being, 70; 
as way of life, 65, 80, 220; birth of, 71, 
89; certainty of, 83; chosen for itself, 77, 
81; democrats of, 26; Epicurean theory 
of, 120-121; linked to desire and 
affectivity, 85; must be engendered by 
individual, 27; of earthly things, 83; of 
eternal beings, 83; perfect, 220; Platonic, 
75, 141, 220; never purely theoretical 
and abstract, 65, 70; pleasure of, 124; 
pure, 70; Socratic, 32-33, 45, 75; special- 
ized, 260; Stoic theory of, 131; tradi- 
tional concept of, 26; vs. being, 29. See 
also Virtue 


Labarriére, Pierre-Jean, 415 

Language: and cognitive functions, 5; and 
death, 68; as incapable of expressing the 
Forms, 75-76; cannot express what is 
simple, 88; Epicureans on, 120; limits 
of, 65; mastery of, 12, 13, 62, 103; theo- 
ries of, 17; therapeutic value of, 123, 
214 

Lao-tzu, 112 

Lastheneia, 61 


Law: divine, 241; moral, 231; universal, 84 

Leclercq, Dom Jean, 240 

Leibniz, G. W. von, 272 

Leonteus of Lampsacus, 125 

Leontion, 125 

Letter of Aristeas, 199 

Liberal arts, 256—257, 258 

Library, 95, 148 

Life, 238-239; active, 78; and contempla- 
tion of nature, 210; art of, 277; choice of, 
2, 3, 65, 109, 112, 129, 145, 175, 177, 220, 
224, 247, 278; Christian, 252; contem- 
plative, 159, 160, 223; divine, 205; Epicu- 
rean, 121, 125; eternal, 251; exercising it- 
self for wisdom, 86; existential, 148; 
form of, 64; goal of, 209; gratitude to- 
ward, 125; ideal of, 3; learning to live, 
151; limits of, 88; meaning of, 160; 
moral, 65; of or according to the mind, 
78—86, 93—94, 158, 178; of or according 
to the spirit, 160, 164, 165, 170, 173, 
226-227, 242; of a fool, 195; philosophi- 
cal, 1, 69, 78, 79, 80, 82, 90, 93, 95, 172, 
173, 274; rules for, 107; practical, 81, 
108; public, 92; questioning of, 213; seri- 
ousness of, 188; Skeptic, 145; social and 
political, 134; style of, 241; theoretical, 
86—87, 89; virtuous, 90 

Logic, 3, 176; and human thought, 139; ap- 
plied, 135; Aristotelian, 256; as theme 
for spiritual exercises, 135; in Stoicism, 
128, 138; Platonic, 251 

. Logos, 171, 237-239, 240, 241 

Love/Eros, 40, 41—43, 48,70,216; among 
the Epicureans, 125; and Socrates, 41, 
47,55, 110; as beggar, 111; as bereft of 
beauty, 42; as daimón/demon, 42ff.; as 
desire, 45; as desire for fecundity, 55; as 
intermediate, 44—45; divine, 162; earthly, 
69; equal, 222; for others, 220; of chil- 
dren, 134; of life, 134; of mankind, 135, 
142, 220,250; personifies the philoso- 
pher, 41; Platonic, 173; pleasures of, 215; 

- pure, 122; sublimated, 60, 69 

Lucian, 207, 231 
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Lucretius, 96, 114, 117—118, 120, 206, 218, 
230 

Luxury. See Vanity 

Lyceum, 77-78, 98, 99, 100 

Lycon, 99 

Lynch, John Patrick, 60 

Lysias, 150 


Macedonia, 91, 100 

Macrobius, 257 

Malebranche, 272 

Manichaeanism, 242 

Mankind:loveof, 134, 142, 220; origin of, 
10; service of, 218 

Marcel, Gabriel, 272 

Marcus Aurelius, 94, 96, 126, 135, 148, 173, 
192, 201, 211, 212-213, 215—216, 219, 
281; Meditations, 177, 218ff.; founds 
chairs in philosophy, 147-148; on the 
“1? 191; on sexual union, 187 

Martianus Capella, 257 

Marx, Karl, 98, 270 

Materialism, Stoic, 129 

Mathematics, 57, 58, 61, 178, 257 

Maxims. See Sayings 

Meditation, 67, 113, 179, 184, 188, 202; and 
treatises, 123; defined, 122; on death vs. 
on life, 198 

Megarians, 23 

Meister Eckhart, 262 

Melissus, 12 

Memorization/memory, 106, 125, 195; ex- 
ercises of, 180, 186—187, 199 

Menander, 99, 210 

Menelaus, 186 

Menippus, 207 

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, 36, 37, 270, 
276 

Metaphysics. See Epoptics 

Metapontum, 9 

Metrocles, 181 

Metrodorus, 19, 57, 215 

Meuli, Karl, 182 

Middle Ages, 2, 6, 170, 240, 252, 254, 257, 
259—261, 263, 272 


Miletus, 9 

Mind. See Intellect 

Mittelstrass, J., 64 

Mnaseas, 100 

Mnemosyne, 19 

Modesty. See Humility 

Moment, 194—196, 198, 245; as equivalent 
to a lifetime, 194; concentration on, 210; 
each one implies entire universe, 310; 
present, 138; value of, 126, 137, 196 

Monasticism, 241—242; anakhorésis / the 
monastic life, 246, 254; as perfection of 
Christian life, 247; as philosophy, 247; 
monastic schools, 257 

Montaigne, Michel de, xiii, xiv, 263, 270, 
275, 277 

“Moreand less,” 46, 49 

Muse(s), 18-19, 60, 99, 152 

Music, 12, 255 

Musonius Rufus, 126, 188—189, 215 

Mysteries, 153, 162. See also Eleusis 

Mysticism, wild, 230 

Myth/mythical, 10-11, 208, 278 

Mythology, 118 


Naddaf, Gérard, 10 

Nature (phusis), 11, 21,83, 117, 190, 250; 
andthe soul, 11; and things learned, 89, 
154, 264; art of, 84; as divine, 226; as ob- 
ject of physics, 139; beauties of, 130— 
131, 270; becoming nature, 211; binds 
body within soul, 246; blessed nature, 
117; contemplation of, 203-205, 208— 
210; Cynics on, 110; existential choice 
based on, 129; gratitude toward, 125; 
human, 134; knowledge of, 209; laws of, 
89; life in accordance with, 96, 108, 129, 
212, 262; meaning of term, 10; of the 
universe, 118; perspective or point of 
view of, 134, 135, 136, 190, 223; plan of, 
85; rationality of, 128; reason placed in 
consent with, 211; science of (physio- 
logia), 208; study of, 84, 118 (see also 
Physics); skillfulness of, 84; supremely 
perfect, 121; system of, 208; theory of, 


354 INDEX 


Nature (continued) 
271; universal, 193, 222; vs. nomoi or hu- 
man conventions, 110 

Near East, 10, 103 

Necessity, 127, 207; as cosmic necessity, 
130; chance vs., 119—120; rational, 129; 
vs. choice, 208 

Neoplatonism/Neoplatonists, 147, 152, 
168, 242, 246, 248, 256; late, 240, 271 

Neopythagoreanism, 156—157, 190, 199— 
200, 206 

Neoscholasticism. See Thomism 

Nicias, 28, 32 

Nietzsche, Friedrich, xiii, 41, 50, 228, 252, 
270, 277, 279 

Numenius, 256 


Obedience, 248-249 

Objectivity, 204, 207 

Observation, 82, 84, 209 

One, the, 154, 163, 166—167, 176, 228 
Onesicritus, 96 

Opposition, contradictory, 45, 49 
Oracles, 152 

Orient, 92, 96,97, 278-279 

Origen, 239-240, 241, 250, 255-256 
Orpheus, 152, 169 

Ovid, 206 


Parain, Brice, 68 

Parmenides, 9, 12, 15, 26, 71 

Pascal, Blaise, 47 

Passion(s), 67, 79, 131, 136, 192, 199, 216, 
218, 231, 276; and misuse of discourse, 
135; as errors in judgment, 135; as result 
of desire, 117; as shameful, 199; discus- 
sion of, 217; divestment of, 67, 159; for 
reality, 82; moderation of, 139; repres- 
sion of, 241; resistance to, 245; separa- 
tion from, 195; slavery to, 89, 201; terror 
as, 132; therapeutics of, 244; vs. reason, 
244. See also Impassivity 

Peace of mind (amerimnia), 94, 96, 102, 
117-122, 137, 142, 143, 187, 191, 194, 
196, 205, 241, 242, 252; among the 


Epicureans, 117-122, 188; as extant deep 
within us, 279; for Pyrrho 112; means of 
achieving, 278; of the sage, 222 

Pella, 91 

Peloponnesian War, 16 

Penia, 42-44 

Perception, 131, 132, 144, 230 

Perfection, 242, 263 

Pergamum, 92, 216 

Periander of Corinth, 20 

Pericles, 15, 16, 30 

Perplexity/puzzle (aporia), 30, 45, 65, 177, 
274 

Perseus, 100 

Perspective. See Point of view 

Persuasion, 12, 13, 17, 88, 106, 217 

Petrarch, xiii, 262—263, 272 

Phaedrus, 41 

Philo-, meaning of words beginning with, 
16-17 

Philodemus: On Free Speech, 124, 214—215, 
218 

Philodoxos ("friend of opinion"), 268 

Philology (philologia), 174 

Philo of Alexandria, 88, 137, 162, 237, 242, 
255, 256 

Philo of Athens, 113 

Philo of Larissa, 141 

Philosopher(s), xiv, 263; and figure of 
Eros, 41ff.; appears as ridiculous, 69; 
as intermediate, 47; as lover of wisdom, 
279; as non-sage, 4, 47, 80, 231; as per- 
son who desires and tends toward wis- 
dom, 29, 50, 79; as practitioner of a 
way of life, 107; as unclassifiable, 47; 
Chinese, 279; Christian, 242, 247; de- 
taches soul from body, 67; forced to be 
kings, 59; ideal, 38, 263; idea of, xiii, 
265; lives according to nature, 262; rela- 
tion to others, 211; revising notion of, 
275; should lead the city, 78; training of, 
103; vs. wisdom, in Isocrates, 50-51; 
wills of, 99 

Philosophy (philosophia), 17, 94, 101; an- 
cient ideal of, 6; and gods and sages, 44; 
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and inner transformation, 231; and poli- 
tics, 78; Aristotelian, 258; as activity of 
decision, 142; as art of speaking and liv- 
ing well, 51, 142; as askésis, 275; as at- 
tempt to become self-aware, 276; as at- 
tempt to make spiritual progress, 149, 
154; as cure, 144; as different from wis- 
dom, 4, 47—49; as discourse linked to 
way of life, 23; as exegetical, 239; as exer- 
cise of death, 190; as exercise of wisdom, 
49, 103, 124, 265, 275; as experience of 
love, 49; as expression of exemplary hu- 
man experience, 261; as Greek cultural 
phenomenon, 237; as independent of 
discourse, 5; as knowing how to seek 
pleasure, 115; as love of and search for 
wisdom, 1, 6, 46, 50, 102, 268; as merce- 
nary trade, xiii; as monastic life, 241ff.; 
as nonexistent, 267; as practice, 275— 
276; as pride of Athens, 50; as remedy 
for worries, 102; as slave of wisdom, 255; 
as theoretical philosophical discourse, 4, 
6, 261, 272; as theoretical science, 259; as 
therapeutic, 102, 115; as tragic, 46, 102; 
as training for life, 50; as training for 
wisdom, 220; as transformation of our 
way of inhabiting and perceiving the 
world, 270, 275; as unique act, 138; as 
way or choice of life, 4, 46, 49, 55ff., 71, 
72, 77, 90, 101, 107, 157, 220, 254, 259, 
262ff.; author's view of, 272—273; Chris- 
tian, 239—241, 255, 259; conversion to, 
72, 98, 198; “cosmic,” 268—269; distinct 
from philosophical discourse, 142; dog- 
matic, 141—142; essence of, 207; existen- 
tial dimension of, 259, 261; history and 
meaning of the term, 1, 6, 9, 15, 16, 39ff., 
240,247; idea of, 23, 266—267, 273; in 
service of theology, 254—256, 260; in ser- 
vice of the State, 260; learned by reading 
and commenting on texts, 151, 153; lies 
in the everyday, 38; lived, 113, 138-139, 
198; modern study of, 98; Mosaic, 256; 
of Christ, 256; of presence, 70; parts of, 
135, 137-138, 154, 249—250; Platonic 


definition of, 140; practiced, 38, 137— 
138, 275; private vs. official, 260; profes- 
sor(s) of, 258, 260, 262, 275; reduced to 
its conceptual content, 258; revealed, 
257; scholastic/university conception of, 
267—268, 273; starting-point of, 198; 
teaching of, 138, 274; theoretical, 81; 
theoreticizing of, 254, 263, 271, 280; 
true, 58; university, 260—261; used in 
theological debates, 257; vital and exis- 
tential dimension of, 261; “worldly,” 
267—268 

Physics, 3, 139, 175, 176, 249—250; Aristo- 
telian, 258; as contemplation of natures, 
396; as spiritual exercise, 136, 207-211; 
as virtue, 172; ethical finality of, 128; ex- 
perimental, 139; in Epicureanism, 118— 
122, 129; in Stoicism, 128-136, 129; 
lived, 138, 211; reveals the world's tran- 
scendent cause, 154; teaches us to tran- 
scend sensible things, 240, 251 

Pittacus of Mytilene, 20 

Plato, xiii, xiv, 9, 19, 20, 22, 23, 28, 41, 49, 
50, 55—60, 85, 87, 89, 90, 92, 93, 95, 102, 
123, 140, 148, 150, 151, 152, 153, 163, 
174, 185, 207, 208, 213, 232, 251, 257, 
274, 280; and friendship, 123; and love 
of the good, 103, 115, 175; avoids the 
first person, 71; commentaries on, 169; 
dialogues of, 23—24, 71—72, 73, 148; dis- 
course of, 4; explanation of, 169; his phi- 
losophy forms rather than informs, 73; 
on body as source of worries, 222, 351; 
on deity as force of attraction, 228; on 
Diogenes, 110; on dreams, 199; on 
knowledge, 85; on metals, 207; on mysti- 
cal vision, 162; on nature, 10; on philos- 
ophers as politicians, 90; on philosophy 
as exercise of death, 190, 198; on sayings, 
20; on the divine, 227; on the philoso- 
pher in a corrupt city, 94; on the sage, 
221, 227; on the Sophists, 13, 174; phi- 
losophy of, as reserved for an elite, 108; 
reading order of, 150, 154, 169, 239-240; 
school of (see Academy); self-awareness, 
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Plato (continued) 


193; teaching methods, 103; will of, 98. 
Works: Alcibiades, 154; Apology, 24, 32, 
34-35, 37, 40, 126—127, 140, 220; Critias, 
10; Crito, 35, 37; Euthy phro, 220; 
Gorgias, 149; Hermocrates, 10; Laws, xiv, 
10-11, 73, 240; Parmenides, 74, 154, 169; 
Phaedo, 35-36, 67, 68, 154; Phaedrus, 56, 
150, 205, 218, 225; Philebus, 115, 154, 
177; Republic, 25—39, 58, 62, 65-66, 68, 
72, 117, 186, 205, 206, 255, 281; Seventh 
Letter, 58-59, 66, 71, 213; Sophist, 74, 
177; Statesman, 73-74; Symposium, 4, 6, 
22ff., 26, 29, 30, 31, 37, 39—48, 55, 67, 70, 
79, 110, 150, 162, 221, 231, 266; 
Theaetetus, 27, 30, 68, 159, 205, 206; 
Theages, 30; Timaeus, 10, 66-67, 150, 
151, 152, 154, 158, 208-209, 240 


Platonism/Platonists, 146—147, 150, 173, 


243, 250—251, 254, 256, 263, 275; ab- 
sorbed by Christianity, 254; and 
Pythagoreanism, 157, 169; and theurgy, 
171; on cosmic perspective, 276; recon- 
ciled with Aristotelianism, 147, 169, 256; 
spirit of, 163; try to influence legislators, 
212; unable to convert the masses, 251 
Pleasure(s), 78, 104, 226; Aristotle on, 197, 
226; as absolute good, 116; as atemporal, 
197; as indifferent, 132; as suppression 
of suffering, 116; choice of, 126; com- 
plete at every moment, 197; derived 
from existence of natural beings, 85; in 
contemplation, 83, 85, 120—121; individ- 
uals motivated by, 115; in Epicureanism, 
114-116, 197—198, 225; “in motion,” 
115-116; in Plato's Academy, 115; of be- 
coming aware of wonder of existence, 
125; of discussion, 125; of existing, 115, 
116, 121, 194, 197—198; of friendship, 
125; of knowledge, 83, 124; of life in 
common, 125; of observation, 84; of the 
senses, 66; of works of nature, 203, 209; 
past and present, 125, 195; pure, 118, 
190; pursuit of, 279; Pyrrho on, 112; sta- 


ble, 115-117, 119-120, 124, 195-197; 
variations in, 117 


Plotinus, xiii, xiv, 47, 147—148, 150, 151, 


154, 155, 157-160, 163-168, 169, 170, 

171, 191, 224, 238, 273, 274; and divine 

union, 159—160; and spirit of Platonism, 

163; discourse of, 4; dissuades Porphyry 

from suicide, 216; Enneads, 154; on ceas- 

ing to be human, 211; on deity as a force 

of attraction, 228; on life according to 

the mind, 175, 176; on mystical experi- 

ence, 174, 212; on soul rising higher 

than the Intellect, 228; on the Intellect, 

256; on the sage and the deity, 227; on 

virtue, 227-228; school of, 158; treatises 

of, 163, 274 

Plutarch of Athens, 148 

Plutarch of Chaeronea, 38, 96, 142, 153, 
174—175, 176, 187, 216—217, 245, 249, 
263 

Poet/poetry, 18-19, 24, 95; comic, 43, 
156 

Point of view: change of, 68, 113; cosmic, 
276; individual vs. universal, 178, 278— 
279; of Nature and the Spirit, 280; of 
Sirius, 206; of the All, 202; of things, 
natural or physical, 133; universal and 
transcendent, 79 

Polemo, 98, 99, 174 

Politician(s), 24, 94; and citizens' virtue, 
90; training of, 13, 92, 103 

Politics, 21, 58—60, 78, 103, 133, 134, 178, 
247, 276 

Polyaenus, 57 

Poros, 42-44, 56 

Porphyry, 147, 154, 155, 160, 165, 186, 200, 
216, 246-247, 263. Wonks: Life of 
Plotinus, 159, 216, 224; Life of Pythago- 
ras, 156-157; On Abstinence, 157-160 

Potidaea, 43, 48 

Practice/ praxis, 81, 249—250, 267; logical, 

136; moral, 141; Nietzsche on, 277; 

philosophical, 275-277; as independent 

of philosophical discourse, 275 
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Prapides. See Diaphragm 

Prayer, 122, 271 

Precipitation, avoidance of (aproptosia), 
265 

Presence, 162, 163, 167; divine, 85; educa- 
tive power of, 70, 71 

Present, 191—193; concentration on, 195- 
196, 243; depends on us, 192; enjoyment 
of, 276; enough for happiness, 196; liv- 
ing within, 273; perfection found in, 
197; to oneself and others, 160; 
transfiguration of, 194; two ways of 
defining, 192 

Presentation(s), 131, 145; comprehensive, 
objective, adequate, 132, 135, 265 

Presocratics, 11, 15, 16, 17, 92, 97, 119, 180, 
181, 187 

Principle, supreme. See Deity, supreme 

Probable / probability (eulogon) / 
probabilism, 209, 213, 263 

Proceeding by guesswork (stokhastikos), 
214 

Proclus, 148, 168, 169, 170, 171 

Prodicus, 12 

Professor(s), 260; age of, 70, 151; of philos- 
ophy, 147, 156, 260, 262 

Progress, 199, 201; and parts of philosophy, 
249; as backbone of Christian education, 
240; spiritual, 6, 150, 154, 156, 169, 239, 
240, 255, 271; toward wisdom, 46, 49, 
79-80, 86 

Protagoras, 12, 13 

Prudence (phronésis; eulabeia), 188,241 

Ptolemy, 205 

Pyrrho of Elis, 96, 97, 101, 111-113, 144, 
179, 223, 278; on indifference, 222; on 
“stripping off man,” 113, 211; remains in 
same inner state, 221 

Pythagoras, 9, 15,58, 152, 157, 180, 185, 
206; school of, 186 

Pythagoreans/Pythagoreanism, 57—58, 149, 
159, 248; and memory exercises, 186, 
199; and Platonism, 157, 169; and poli- 
tics, 158, 186—187; ascetic way of life in, 


156, 187; Golden Verses, 156, 186, 199— 
200; literature, 156; revival of, 156-157 
Pythian games, 82, 86 


Questioning: of oneself, 28-30, 32, 140, 
213; of values, 36 

Quintus Mucius Scaevola, 173 

Qumran, 242 


Rabbow, Paul, 66, 69, 213 

Reading: as spiritual process, 240; order of, 
150, 154, 239; public, 72 

Reality: as atoms, 97; genesis of, 163; levels 
of, 163; physical, as sacred, 85 

Reason, 128,139, 176, 199, 202, 238; action 
in conformity with, 127; artists of, 258, 
267; as necessity, 130, 266; can produce 
only one universe, 130; consent to, 138; 
demands and norms of, 178; discursive, 
131; divine, 251; exercise of, 267; formu- 
lates imperatives, 260; human vs. cos- 
mic, 129, 130; identified with authority, 
153; impartial and objective, 201; in- 
cludes resistance in its plan, 131; indi- 
vidual and divine, 228; interest of, 269, 
273; law of, 269; legislator of, 268; life 
according to, 240—241, 252; norms and 
demands of, 178; of the All, 129; perfect, 
225, 228, 239; primacy of practical over 
theoretical, 269—270, 273; sage's perfect 
use of, 225; Stoic, as equivalent to 
Heraclitean fire, 129; Universal, 129, 130, 
133, 136, 138, 139, 152, 228 

Reflection, 273, 280 

Reincarnation, 186 

Relaxation, 124-125 

Religious association (thiasos), 60,99 

Renaissance, 141, 170, 263 

Renan, Ernest, 205-206 

Representation. See Presentation 

Research, 90; in Aristotle's school, 81, 87, 
108, 139, 209, 262; scientific, 178, 260 

Rhetoric, 217-218, 255 

Robert, Louis, 21, 92-93 
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Robin, Léon, 47, 56 

Rodier, Georges, 129 

Rogatianus, 159, 173 

Rome/Romans, 91—93, 96, 206 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 116, 266, 270 
Ruffié, J., 5 

Rutilius Rufus, 173 


Saffrey, H.-D., 171 

Sage(s) (sophos), xiii, 278, 281; ableto be 
alone, 79; always happy, 221; and God or 
the gods, 225-226; Aristotle on, 226- 
227; as absolute, 46, 267; as friend of the 
gods, 122; as transcendent norm, 220, 
231, 266; becoming a sage instanta- 
neously, 225; Buddhist, 232; essence of, 
278; figure of, 189, 220—223, 268; finds 
happiness within himself, 221; Hindu, 
96, 111; ideal, 269; indifference of, 222; 
Isocrates on, 50; Kant on, 265, 268-269, 
270; model of, 270; Nietzsche on, 228- 
229; non- or rarely existent, 49, 224, 231; 
opposed to nonsages, 45, 49; Plato on, 
227; Plotinus on, 227-228; relation of, to 
the cosmos, 229; remains self-identical, 
221, 228; Stoic, 228; theology of, 228; 
way of life of, 177; wisdom incarnate in, 
268 

Samos, 9 

Sarah, 255 

Satyr. SeeSilenus 

Sayings, 20, 106—107, 123, 145, 177, 187, 
212, 244; Pythagorean (akousmata), 156 

Schaerer, René, 68,75 

Scholasticism, 151, 153, 169, 255, 408, 258— 
259 

School of Chartres, 257 

School(s)/hairesis, 101—102; as institution, 
98—99; as way of life, 101; Cynic, 109; 
defined by existential choice, 102; de- 
struction of, in Athens, 99, 146; dog- 
matic, 102; Epicurean, 99; financed by 
benefactors, 99; Hellenistic, 91ff., 99, 
102; legal status of, 99-100; of Aristotle, 


77ff., 93; philosophical, xiii, 3, 55-56, 
97ff., 149, 260, 274, 277; plurality of, 
278; Stoic, 100-101, 126 

Schopenhauer, Arthur, 260,270 

Science(s), 13, 17, 96, 118; cycle of, 255— 
256; exact, 21, 93; scientific culture, 21, 
77 

Scipio Aemilianus, 206 

Scipio Africanus, 206 

Seleucids, 91 

Self, 114; as Intellect, 160, 165; as mind and 
intellect, 86; as rational soul, 164—165; as 
thinking reality, 264—265; awareness of, 
194; concentration of, 190, 194, 199— 
200, 202; detachment from, 85; emer- 
gence of, 114; examination of, 264; ex- 
pansion of, 189, 202, 210, 229—230; ha- 
tred of, 218; individual aspect of, 165; 
individual vs. superior, 79, 159, 166, 264; 
intensification, 167; levels of, 163ff.; 
loses and finds self, 167; observation of, 
218; reaches the One, 168; realizes and 
transcends itself, 269; resituates itself 
within the All, 229; sensible vs. intelligi- 
ble, 201; separated from sensory knowl- 
edge, 194—195, 265; separation from 
what is attached to it, 191, 195; true, 158, 
160 

Self-awareness, 48, 192, 194—195, 212; 
achieved by thought of death, 198; as 
askésisand detachment, 191 

Self-coherence, 127-129, 174, 221 

Self-consciousness, 189, 201, 229 

Self-examination. See Conscience, exami- 
nation of 

Self-knowledge, 164—165, 187 

Self-mastery, 56,66,244 

Self-preservation, 134 

Self-purification, 67 

Self-transcendence, 63, 79, 113 

Self-transformation (askésis), 6, 36, 62, 123, 
153, 176, 275, 279; caused by dialogue, 
65; contemplation as, 158; philosophy as 
means of, 149 
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Senate, Roman, 159 

Seneca, xiii, 56, 96, 126, 127-128, 131, 174, 
187, 188, 196, 200, 206—207, 209, 211, 
215, 218, 224, 262; on the sage, 231 

Sensation(s), 120-121, 159 

Senses, 75, 144 

Serenity, 223, 226, 270, 276, 281 

Serenus, 218-219 

Seven Sages, 15, 20-21 

Sextius, 200, 224, 230 

Sextus Empiricus, 101,.142-143 

Shaftesbury, Earl of, 270 

Shamanism, 181—184, 206 

Sicily, 9, 57—58 

Silence, 157, 161 

Silenus, 30, 47-48 

Simplicity, 113, 145 

Simplicius, xiii, 155, 212, 219 

Sirius, viewpoint of, 205-206 

Skeptic(s)/Skepticism, 101, 107-113, 142- 
145, 146, 179, 220, 263, 278; and critical 
reason, 223; on false opinions, 102; on 
suspending judgment, 103, 222 

Socrates, xiii, 3, 22ff., 39ff., 56, 57, 62, 65, 
87, 100, 102, 113, 123, 126, 140, 182, 213, 
220, 225, 232, 241, 246, 263, 267, 272, 
278, 279; acts through emotions and 
love, 30; adopts attitude of one who 
knows nothing, 25, 32; and love of good, 
103, 115; and the sage, 224, 266; as 
daimon, 49; as eroticist, 41; as gadfly, 28; 
as indifferent, 48, 221; as magician, 43— 
44, 47; as midwife, 27, 34; as model of 
the philosopher, 40; as precursor of the 
Cynics, 110; as shaman, 182-185; as 
Silenus, 30; as sufficient unto himself, 
221; as unclassifiable, 30, 36; brings in- 
terlocutors to self-awareness, 28; claims 
no evil may happen to good people, 35, 
126-127; claims no one is evil willingly, 
34; compared to Christ, 22, 50; con- 
demned for impiety, 93, 100; conflated 
with Eros, 41, 47, 55, 110; dancing, 50; 
death of, 41, 58, 67, 68; difficulty of dis- 


tinguishing his views from those of 
Plato, 24; Hegel on, 37; heritage of, 70; 
his appearance, 110; his daimón, 34-35; 
his discourse, as inseparable from his life 
and death, 6; his meditation, 26, 40, 48, 
67, 179, 184; his missionary and popular 
aspect, 38, 108; his pedagogy, 60; his 
prosecution, 93; his urbanity, 111; his 
way of life, 44, 111; makes others aware 
of their lack of knowledge, 26; mask of, 
24; myth of, 24; on ignorance as cause of 
misery, 102; Socratic dialogue, 23, 28; 
Socratic form or way of life, 58; Socratic 
irony, 25-27, 44, 50, 57, 73; Socratic 
knowledge, 32, 34; Socratic spirit, 97; 
Socratic tradition, 104; unexamined life 
not worth living 35—36, 140 

Socratics, 22 

Solére, Jean-Luc, 278, 279 

Solon, 15-16, 18, 20 

Sophia, 237 

Sophist(s), 12-14, 15, 16, 17, 21, 25, 29, 39, 
43, 48, 50, 59, 60, 71, 98, 110, 140, 174, 
182, 217, 225 

Sophocles, 15 

Soul(s), 154, 163, 251, 252; acting upon, 
274; and action according to nature, 
245-246; and elevation of thought, 68; 
and movement, 11; and the flesh, 114; 
balance of, 187; beauty of, 243; concen- 
tration and collection of, 67, 180; con- 
sists of atoms, 120; cure of, 123-124; 
destiny of, 243; detachment of, from the 
body, 67; elevation of, 209, 228; equa- 
nimity of, 221, 222; excellence or virtue 
of, 220; existence of, 75; flight of, 204— 
205; fortified by exercises, 189; greatness 
of, 68, 155; human vs. World, 209, 238; 
illuminated by the Intellect, 164; in con- 
tact with the Intellect, 171; liberation of, 
246; lower part of, vs. spirit or intellect, 
159; of the auditor, 89; of the shaman, 
184; origins of conceptions of, 182; parts 
of, 245; Plato on, 11, 75; Plotinus on, 
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Soul(s) (continued) 
154, 171; preexistence of, 69; purificat- 
ion of, 167, 170; rational vs. irrational, 
163—164; rational part of (see Intellect); 
salvation of, 65; separation from body, 
246—247; sickness of, 115; therapy of, 
217, 251; tortures itself, 218; transcen- 
dental part of, 171; tripartition of, 245; 
World soul, 227, 239 

Speusippus, 61, 62, 64 

Sphaerus, 94 

Spinoza, Benedict de, 198 

Spirit. See Intellect 

Stoa/Stoics/Stoicism, xiii, 23, 49, 98, 100, 
107, 140, 141, 145, 146, 147, 150, 159, 
174, 176, 196, 197, 205, 206, 210, 212, 
220, 241, 242, 243, 254, 263, 265, 277, 
278; action “under reserve,” 134; ad- 
dressed to everyone, 108; and choice of 
moral intent, 175; and thought of death, 
196; as popular and missionary, 107, 
177; choice in, 126; Christian, 272; dis- 
tinction between philosophy and philo- 
sophical discourse, 172; dogmas of, 177; 
experience in, 126; institutions, 100- 
101; on appropriate actions, 133-134; 
on comprehensive presentations, 131; 
on cosmic perspective, 276; on indiffer- 
ence, 222; on love of the good, 103; on 
pleasure, 102; on self-interest, 102; on 
the logos, 238; on virtue as sufficient for 
happiness, 221; on wisdom, 49; opposi- 
tion between what does and does not 
depend on us, 127, 132-133, 192; para- 
doxes, 224-225; physics indispensable 
for ethics, 128; practice method of ques- 
tion-and-answer, 105; split into oppos- 
ing camps, 126; teaching methods, 103; 
theory of duties, 133—134; universal, 
278; use of deductive, systematic ap- 
proach, 106; use of dialectical method, 
106 

Stoa Poikile, 99, 100 

Strangeness. See Unclassifiable 


Strato of Lampsacus, 99, 139 

Suárez, Francisco, 255 

Subjectivism, 97 

Suicide, 96 

Sulla, 5, 146 

Sulzer, J.G., 268 

Summaries, 151; in Epicureanism, 122; 
used in teaching, 106 

Syracuse, 59, 280 

Syria, 91, 148, 241 

Syrianus, 148, 168 

System/systematic/systematization, 1, 73, 
123, 163, 169, 176, 267, 275; as coherent 
ensemble of fundamental dogmas, 107; 
in Aristotle, 87; in Epicureanism and 
Stoicism, 107; in Plato, 73—74, 86—87 


Talking to oneself, 113, 177, 179, 202 

Tao, 279 

Taurus, 150, 153, 155 

Teaching, 96, 111; as commentary on texts, 
148, 150; as discursive, 167; methods of, 
101, 103, 107, 237; in dialogic and dia- 
lectical form, 104; of philosophy, 97, 
146-148 

Tendencies, natural, 141, 145 

Tension, 138, 160 

Texts, commenting on, 153, 239 

Thales, 9, 20, 21, 69 

Theaetetus, 61, 69 

Themista, 125 

Theognis, 11, 20 

Theology, 167, 255, 271-272 

Theophrastus, 78, 99, 139 

Theoretic vs. theoretical, 4, 80—81 

Theoria / contemplation / mental activity, 
80—81, 83, 86 

Theorus, 125 

Theory/theories: philosophical, xiv 

Therapeutes, 242 

Therapeutics, 103, 115, 187 

Thesis, 62, 104—105, 224-225 

Theurgy, 170-171, 271 

Thomism, 413 
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Thoreau, Henry David, xiv, 270 

Thought: Aristotelian, 165; characteristics 
of, 5; divine, 86; elevation of, 68, 203; of 
thought, 162; substantial, 164; universal- 
ity of, 68 

Thrasymachus, 21 

Thucydides, 17 

Tiberius Gracchus, 95 

Time, 194, 251; as infinite, 129, 204, 229; as 
infinitely divisible, 192; philosopher's re- 
lation to, 230; pleasure not situated 
within, 197 

Transcendence, 116, 167 

Transformation, 155, 204; caused by spiri- 
tual exercises, 6; inner, 59, 231; of a few, 
280; of our being, 70; of one's view of 
the universe, 113, 274; of society, 95; of 
the city, 92; of value judgments, 102; of 
way of life, 113 

Truth: access to, 263; as revealed, 152; cri- 
terion of, 121; knowledge of, xiii, 263; 
love of, 155; noble, 232-233; search for, 
153 


Unclassifiable/strange (atopos), 30, 36-37, 
49, 111 

Unhappiness, 198; origin of, 112-174; in 
empty opinions, 115; in fear of death, 
117; in hollow desires, 117; in ignorance 
of true pleasure, 115; in seeking what is 
unobtainable and fleeing what is ines- 
capable, 127 

Union, mystical, 171, 248; of human with 
divine intellect, 162, 179; with deity/ 
God, 160-161 

Universality, 32,62,69,79 

Universe: as infinite, 204; as juxtaposition 
of elements, 129; as living being, 128; as 
material, 129; as rational, 128-130; as 
self-coherent, 130; as unique, 129; con- 
sent to, 211; contemplation of, 230; em- 
braced in thought, 229; implied by each 
event, 130; infinity of, 129, 203; posses- 
sion of, 211; repeats itself eternally, 129— 


130, 202; sage's relation to, 229; saying 
yes to, 211, 222; splendor of, 231 
University, 98, 254, 257, 258—261 


Value(s), 33—34, 278; absolute, 34—35, 113, 
210; false, 113; judgments of, 103, 112, 
132, 135, 207, 222-223; normative, 74; 
relative, 134; reversal of, 36, 229; su- 
preme, 127; triad of (the beautiful, the 
just, and the good), 75; true, 34 

Vanity (tuphos), 109, 110, 117 

Vegetarianism, 157, 190, 248 

Vernant, Jean-Pierre, 180, 181, 185 

View from above, 68, 206—207 

Vigilance, 138, 244 

Violence, 214, 219 

Virtue/excellence (areté), xiv, 11, 13, 14, 17, 
20, 34, 36, 48, 56, 59, 62, 78, 82, 127, 167, 
170, 191, 218, 241, 245, 246; as duty, 127; 
as indifference to indifferent things, 113; 
and knowledge, 34, 44, 65, 70, 71, 90, 
163; as nobility of the soul, 11; aspects 
of, 90; as transcendent models of wis- 
dom, 227—228; ensured by politicians, 
90; four virtues, 227; lectures on, 267; 
moral, 79—80; natural vs. conscious, 89; 
of citizens, 89; practice and exercise of, 
89, 100, 164, 168, 248, 270; requires 
more than discourse, 89; Stoic, 173, 197; 
vs. pleasure, 66. Seealso Knowledge 

Vision, 69; act of, 197; cosmic, 3, 19; hu- 
man vs. natural or physical, 133; naive, 
230; of universal metamorphosis, 136; 
transformation of, 231, 276; universal, 
276 

Voelke, A.-J., 142, 144 
Void, 118-119, 121, 129, 139 


Way of being, 102, 128 

Way of seeing, 3, 230 

Way or form of life, 4, 6, 29, 96, 99, 101, 
144, 153, 163, 172-173, 239; Academic, 
64, 107; and philosophical discourse, 
178, 280; and philosophical system, 263; 


362 INDEX 


Way or form of life (continued) 
Aristotelian, 86, 97; ascetic, 159, change 
of, 214; choice of, 76, 270; Christian, 
240, 251—254, 256, 272; Cynic, 101, 108— 
110; determined by the figure of the 
sage, 221; Epicurean, 106—108, 117, 122, 
124; monastic, as philosophy, 242; of Di- 
ogenes, 111; of philosopher, 277; of Way 
or form of life Pyrrho, 111; of Socrates, 
40, 44; of the sage, 176; philosophical, 
65, 280; philosophy as, 255, 262; Pla- 
tonic, 64, 74, 77, 97, 178; Plotinian, 160; 
Pythagorean, 58, 148, 187; Skeptic, 101, 
107, 142, 144—145; Stoic, 106—108; theo- 
retical, 4, 84, 85; transformation of, 113 

Weil, E., 4 

Whitehead, A. N., 70 

Will: egoistic, 245; human, as independent 
of external causes, 142; individual vs. 
universal, 193, 212; of the Stoic sage, 
228; reflection inseparable from, 273; re- 
nunciation of, 248; suppresses itself qua 
will, 219 

Wills, of philosophers, 99 

Wisdom (sophia), 4, 15, 17-21, 24, 26, 29, 
36, 44, 45, 50, 194, 261, 262, 268, 269, 
279; ancient, 152; and interest, 16, 269— 
270; and knowledge, 44, 279; and philos- 
ophy, 16, 79, 265, 268; and the philoso- 
pher, 45-46; and the sage, 266, 268; as 
always wanting the same thing, 221; as 
divine state, 79; as mode of being, 220; 
as perfection of theoria, 86; as sacred, 
230-231; as superhuman, 230-231; as 
transcendent state, 44, 49, 55; as way of 
life or being, 4, 55, 102, 220; as Word of 
God, 255; attitudes necessary for seek- 
ing, 278; belongs only to the gods, 140; 


conceptions of, in various schools, 
102ff.; contemplation of, 121, 230; 
definition of, 17-18, 102; Delphic, 212; 
Democritus on, 187; desire for, 47, 49, 
79, 220, 265; efforts toward, 232, 265— 
266; Epicurus as incarnation of, 124; ex- 
ercise of, 49, 103, 138, 265; for Aristotle, 
86; god as monster of, 228; idea of, 46, 
266, 281; ideal of, 49, 226; identified 
with Athena, 187; Kant on, 265-266; 
lived, 240; lover of, 279; meaning of 
term, 17-18; model of, 121; pathsto, 
278; poetic, 18; practical, 51; progress 
toward (see Progress); supreme, 228; i 
theories about, 225; training for, as liv- 
ing philosophically, 138—139, 220, 232; 
transcendent models of, 227 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 144, 198, 232, 261, 
270,273,277,279; Tractatus, 4, 273 

Women, and Epicureanism, 125 

World(s): infinity of, 118, 122, 198; splen- 
dor of, 231 

Worry, 118; absence of (ataraxia), 110, 
117, 201; origin of, 222 

Writing, and the conscience, 244 


Xenocrates, 61, 98, 99, 213, 222-223, 225 

Xenophanes, 9, 15, 71 

Xenophon, 37, 71; Memorabilia, xiii, 22, 31, 
39, 213, 221; Symposium, 50 


Yoga, 185 


Zeno of Citium, xiii, 57, 95, 96, 98, 100, 
101, 126, 135, 199, 229, 267 

Zeno of Elea, 121 

Zeno the Epicurean, 214 

Zeus, 19, 43, 114, 202, 205, 223, 228 


A magisterial mappa mundi of the terrain that Pierre Hadot has so pro- 
ductively worked for decades, this ambitious book revises our view of 
ancient philosophy—and in doing so, proposes that we change the way 
we see philosophy itself. Hadot takes ancient philosophy out of its 
customary realm of names, dates, and arid abstractions and plants it 

squarely in the thick of life. Through a meticulous historical reading, 

he shows how the various schools, trends, and ideas of ancient Greek 

and Roman philosophy all tended toward one goal: to provide a means 

for achieving happiness in this life, by transforming the individual's 

mode of perceiving and being in the world. 


“Pierre Hadot deserves to be better known to English-language readers—and 
not just because he was a favorite of Michel Foucault's and is the man large- 
ly responsible for introducing Wittgenstein to the French. Hadot is a histo- 
rian of ancient philosophy, a professor emeritus at the prestigious College 
de France. But it is more accurate to say that he is a philosopher who makes 
use of the ancients for his own ideas . . . In What Is Ancient Philosophy? 
Hadot brings all his concerns together in a small volume of extraordinary 
erudition and surprising . .. clarity of prose... It is the summa of a distinguished career.” 
—BARRY GEWEN, New York Times Book Review 


"Hadot's account moves gracefully from the beginning of philosophy | | à 


among the Greeks, through its transformation under the Romans, and the ts 
encounter with Christianity, also touching on the relation between . 
Eastern and Western philosophy. Profound learning stylishly worn makes w, E B 
the whole book, and the whole sweep of philosophy's first 1,000 years, um 

accessible to any reader interested in what philosophy was like before it was taken over 


» 


by the professors." 
—BARRY ALLEN, Toronto Globe and Mail 


"Like Hadot's hero Socrates, What Is Ancient Philosophy? is a triumph of irony: a meticulous 
historical survey that ends by inspiring the reader to actually do philosophy. Handsomely 
designed, with useful bibliography and chronology, it's a compact text for the 'never-end- 
ing quest." 

—THOMAS D'EVELYN, Christian Science Monitor 


PIERRE HADOT is Professor Emeritus, Collège de France. He is the author of 
The Inner Citadel (Harvard). 
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